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ABSTRACT 
THE NEGLECTED VOICE IN THE WRITING REVOLUTION:  
FOREGROUNDING TEACHERS’ PERSPECTIVES 
 
Author: Joelle M. Pedersen 
Chair: Dr. Marilyn Cochran-Smith 
 
Prior to the widespread adoption of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) in 2009, 
writing was largely neglected in the education policy realm. However, the CCSS called for major 
shifts in the teaching of writing reinforced by the requirements of rigorous new standardized 
writing assessments. While the high stakes attached to these new assessments place all teachers 
under increased pressure to improve students’ writing, little is known about how teachers 
perceive the standards and assessments or how these are influencing classroom instruction. To 
address this need, this case study explored how English teachers at one urban high school made 
sense of their school’s new writing initiative, which incorporated use of CCSS-aligned, 
standardized writing assessments to improve students’ writing. 
In this longitudinal study, I drew from multiple, nested data sources, including interviews 
with teachers and school leaders, observations of department meetings, and teacher “think 
alouds” about students’ writing. Relying on the theoretical lenses of sense-making (Spillane et 
al., 2002) and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), I argue that teachers’ sense-making of 
the writing initiative was individualized and heavily mediated by the standardized assessments 
they used. This study has three major findings. First, at the school level, there was a “coherence 
gap” between how the multiple, conflicting purposes of the initiative were represented to 
teachers and lack of organizational structures to support streamlined implementation. Second, at 
  
 
the department level, the discourse about writing was constrained by the decontextualized nature 
of the CCSS and the standardized writing assessments, which oversimplified teachers’ 
understandings of writing as a social process. Third, at the classroom level, teachers relied on 
two particularized dimensions of their professional knowledge – their “reform knowledge” and 
their “relational knowledge” – to exercise agency in implementation. Overall, teachers made 
meaning of the writing initiative in localized ways consistent with their established writing 
instruction and their perceptions of students’ needs. This study underscores the central 
importance of particularized teacher knowledge in translating reform meaningfully to the 
classroom. Until school leaders and policymakers recognize teachers’ knowledge as valuable and 
create opportunities for teachers to share this knowledge with others, reforms are unlikely to be 
successful. 
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CHAPTER 1 
Addressing the Persistent Challenges of Writing Reform in the Common Core Era 
For the past 30 years, education policy in the United States has depended on standards-
based reforms as levers for improving the quality of instruction in American schools. The 
assumption underlying these reforms is that common expectations for the skills and content 
students should learn, coupled with accountability structures at different levels of the education 
system, will ensure educational equity and improve academic achievement. One of the most 
visible reforms, the Common Core State Standards (CCSS; National Governors Association & 
Council of Chief State School Officers, 2013), a set of English language arts (ELA) and math 
learning standards, were developed and adopted across 46 states. Although many states have 
since dropped the CCSS, the CCSS represent the first large-scale, federal effort to enact national 
learning standards. The standards call for changes in instruction intended to close the 
achievement gap by providing all students with the knowledge and skills they need for success in 
college and future careers. Collectively, the CCSS and their aligned high-stakes assessments 
designed by the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and 
the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC) represent a vision for teaching and 
learning that its developers believe to be rigorous and attuned to the needs of the new knowledge 
economy (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012). 
The writing components of the CCSS, in particular, represent a major shift in the policy 
arena, which until this point has neglected writing instruction. Key characteristics of the CCSS – 
including the categorization of writing genres based on purpose, attention to digital and multiple 
literacies, and emphasis on writing across the curriculum – reflect a sociocultural orientation to 
writing instruction (Applebee, 2013; Mo et al., 2014). This is in contrast to skills-based 
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approaches which have long dominated in schools, offering “often distorted and simplified 
recommendations that all children should follow a prescribed set of procedures when they write” 
(Freedman, Hull, Higgs, & Booten, 2016, p. 1398). Unlike content-area literacy scholarship (e.g. 
Conley, 2008; Daniels, Steineke, & Zemelman, 2007) which has treated the writing process as 
discrete stages characterized by generic, transferable skills, these new standards situate writing 
within specific disciplinary contexts, stressing writing for authentic purposes to authentic 
audiences and the recursive nature of writing. The CCSS take up a growing consensus in the 
field of writing research that general composition models are insufficient for the demands of the 
varied writing tasks that students must contend with in global and digital environments. Rather, 
“writing is not writing, but virtually any act of writing requires a specialized knowledge” 
(Smagorinsky, 2015, p. 141), and common writing practices, like argumentation, take different 
forms in different subjects (Smagorinsky & Smith, 1992). This policy shift presents 
implementation challenges, as it asks teachers to take on new identities as writing teachers. 
Uneven access to CCSS-aligned instructional materials and professional support raises doubts 
about teachers’ preparedness to implement the standards. Still, the CCSS have been instantiated 
through standardized assessments which carry high stakes for both students and teachers. 
This dissertation considers the challenges of improving writing instruction in the current 
policy context. Employing a case study design (Stake, 2003) using ethnographic approaches 
(Atkinson, 2015), I focused on the English department at one urban high school. My study 
explores how teachers in this department – in collaboration with their peers – comprehended, 
prioritized, and implemented aspects of a CCSS-aligned, school-wide initiative geared towards 
improving students’ disciplinary writing skills. Participating teachers and school leaders called 
this the “Common Writing Assessment initiative.” Throughout this dissertation, I refer to this as 
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“the writing initiative,” or simply “the initiative.” In this study, I employed sustained 
engagement in the research context, in-depth interviews, think alouds, participant observation, 
and document analysis, combining ideas from sense-making (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002) 
with a communities of practice lens (Wenger, 1998). Broadly, I aimed to understand how 
teachers collectively engage with writing reform in the current policy context. In the remainder 
of Chapter 1, I expand on my conceptualization of the research problem, state my research 
questions, and provide an overview of each dissertation chapter to follow. 
Framing the Research Problem: The Persistent Difficulty of Writing Reform 
 Reforming writing instruction. Writing has long been acknowledged by school 
reformers as a problem area. More than 15 years ago, the National Commission on Writing in 
America’s Families, Schools, and Colleges (2003), in a report revealingly titled The Neglected 
“R”: The Need for a Writing Revolution, concluded that students could not “systematically 
produce writing at the high levels of skill, maturity, and sophistication required in a complex, 
modern economy” (p. 6). This led to the widespread perception of a crisis in writing proficiency 
for American students (Graham, Early, & Wilcox, 2014).  
 Research suggests that writing is an important predictor of school success and a crucial 
skill for demonstrating learning (Graham & Perin, 2007a). Writing proficiency has been 
identified as a basic requirement in a wide range of professions and a major consideration for 
employers in the hiring process (Graham & Hebert, 2010). Writing has also been shown to 
enhance reading skills (Graham & Hebert, 2011). Additionally, writing supports content 
learning. It allows students to evaluate information to decide what to include in their 
compositions, make connections between concepts as they organize their compositions, become 
personally involved with their topics, and consider conceptual material during the writing 
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process, encouraging reflection and critique (Gillespie, Graham, Kiuhara, & Hebert, 2014). 
Despite its importance for learning, writing has continued to be neglected as a domain of literacy 
research and in the policy realm. As the relatively stagnant writing performance of middle and 
high school students would suggest (Applebee, 1981; Applebee & Langer, 2009), efforts to 
improve adolescents’ writing have thus fallen short of expectations (Freedman et al., 2016). 
 The persistent difficulty of writing reform is due in part to the complex nature of writing 
itself. Writing research from a cognitive perspective has highlighted writing as a complicated 
interplay of information-processing sequences involving transcription skills; task definition, 
planning, and goal setting; analysis, synthesis, and evaluation of ideas; problem solving and 
decision-making; applied knowledge of word, sentence, and discourse level structures; 
motivation; and self-monitoring (MacArthur & Graham, 2015). By contrast, sociocultural 
theorists have highlighted the situated nature of writing (e.g. Bakhtin, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978). 
Common to sociocultural perspectives is an interest in the everyday contexts of writing and in 
the writing process as dialogic, involving co-participation and the distribution of expertise 
between teacher and students and among peers (Freedman et al., 2016). Rejecting the so-called 
“great divide” hypothesis positing cognitive differences between literate and non-literate 
individuals, sociocultural perspectives stress the multiple, multimodal nature of literacy and the 
expanse of semiotic resources available for meaning-making beyond the linguistic dimensions of 
writing (Leu, Slomp, Zawilinski, & Corrigan, 2015). This research has also emphasized the 
relational nature of writing and the connection between writing and identity, revealing how 
writing serves to mark membership for particular groups who share social and textual 
experiences and how writing functions to bridge divides across global, local, and digital spaces 
(Schultz, Hull, & Higgs, 2015). Englert, Mariage, and Dunsmore (2006) have identified three 
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tenets of sociocultural theory in writing research – sociocognitive apprenticeships in writing, 
procedural facilitators and tools, and participation in communities of practice – which all stress 
writing as social, highlighting the need to support novice writers through acquisition of specific 
discourses, tools, and practices. 
 Considering the demands of writing from both cognitive and sociocultural perspectives 
offers some insight into why writing has been a thorny area for education reform. The 
complexity of writing common to both views contrasts with what Hillocks (2008) characterizes 
as “traditional” approaches to composition dominating in secondary schools. Such approaches 
stress grammatical conventions and discrete writing skills, treat composing as an individual 
activity, prioritize the final product rather than the writing process, and assume the teacher is the 
intended audience. Traditional writing pedagogy emphasizing “correctness” also fails to 
acknowledge the power differentials at stake in discourses of schooling: how valuing standard 
written English reifies a culture of power (Delpit, 1988) and further marginalizes culturally and 
linguistically diverse students. This is to suggest that writing instruction in schools has not kept 
pace with writing research, the changing demographics in U.S. schools, or the influence of 
globalization and digitization on writing practices (Freedman et al., 2016). 
 Writing in the CCSS. Given both the importance and the difficulty of learning how to 
write, recent reform efforts have shown increased attention to writing. The CCSS identify high-
level narrative, explanatory, and argumentative writing skills as essential for college and career 
readiness and require that all students use written language effectively to express conceptual 
understanding across content areas. In contrast to prior No Child Left Behind (NCLB; No Child 
Left Behind Act, 2001) mandates, which privileged reading as the essential component of the 
ELA curriculum, the CCSS offer a central place for writing, emphasizing writing as key to the 
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sharing and developing of content knowledge. The CCSS Anchor Standards for Writing (2013) 
highlight new expectations for student writers:  
Students learn to use writing as a way of supporting opinions, demonstrating 
understanding of subjects they are studying, and conveying real and imagined 
experiences and events. They learn to appreciate that a key purpose of writing is to 
communicate clearly to an external, sometimes unfamiliar audience, and begin to adapt 
the form and content of their writing to accomplish a particular task and purpose. (p. 7) 
According to the CCSS, writing must also be grounded in evidence from complex disciplinary 
texts. The Anchor Standards identify the focus on text-based writing – and move away from 
writing about personal experience and opinion – as “a significant shift from current practice” (p. 
6). Additionally, the Anchor Standards emphasize developing research skills, using both print 
and digital sources, and writing over time. The same shifts are evident in the organization of the 
writing standards, which require students to: write argument, explanation, and personal narrative 
(standards 1-3); consider different audiences and purposes in writing through effective planning 
(standards 4-6); conduct research to build and share knowledge and evaluate source material 
(standards 7-9); and write for a variety of purposes, audiences, and lengths (standard 10).  
 In his analysis of the CCSS for writing, Shanahan (2015) concluded that, compared to 
prior state standards emphasizing persuasive writing, the CCSS focus more on opinion writing. 
At the secondary level, this encompasses formal argumentation, with refutation of 
counterarguments and reliance on multiple sources of evidence. In contrast to persuasion, which 
Shanahan argued depends on emotional appeal, “argument implies more dispassionate analyses 
of problems and reliance on evidence” (p. 467). Additionally, Shanahan indicated that the 
writing standards are more explicit about the incorporation of technology than prior standards – 
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including detail about the use of the internet and other digital tools for production and 
publication of writing, and requirements for keyboarding fluency – and that they articulate a 
clear, organized set of research skills drawing on multiple informational sources and modes. He 
also identified attention to sustained writing over time for a variety of purposes and audiences 
and integrated reading and writing skills in the CCSS as key changes for teachers and students. 
 The emphasis on writing reflected in the CCSS is also apparent in large-scale writing 
assessments. Studying instructional changes in response to the CCSS, Kane, Owens, Marinell, 
Thal, and Staiger (2016) determined that new CCSS-aligned tests were more sensitive to 
instructional differences between teachers in ELA than the legacy assessments. They attributed 
this variation in teacher effects to greater weight placed on writing in the tests compared to the 
legacy assessments, which were primarily multiple-choice tests of reading comprehension. The 
fact that writing has become a more prominent aspect of high-stakes assessments demonstrates 
the increased interest in writing skills in the current policy environment, since what gets 
measured by state tests is what becomes valued in school reform. These assessments and the 
accountability structures associated with them thus place all teachers under increased pressure to 
improve students’ writing. 
 The CCSS and disciplinary literacy. The CCSS writing standards also encompass the 
standards’ larger attention to discipline-specific literacy skills (Zygouris-Coe, 2012). The CCSS 
(2013) insist that “instruction in reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language should be a 
shared responsibility within the school” (p. 4). The motivation behind this interdisciplinary 
approach “is extensive research establishing the need for college and career ready students to be 
proficient in reading complex informational text independently in a variety of content areas” (p. 
5). The standards also emphasize that subject-area teachers are favorably positioned to help 
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students develop critical strategies and skills for reading complex disciplinary texts, shifting the 
locus of literacy instruction away from the ELA classroom. Manderino and Wickens (2014) 
identified three aspects of the CCSS aligned with discipline-specific learning: disciplinary 
inquiry (e.g. research and use of text to support claims), key habits of practice within the 
discipline (e.g. literary interpretation, the scientific method), and linguistic features particular to 
the discipline (e.g. domain-specific vocabulary). They also pointed to digital literacy and 
multimodality as discipline-specific. Similarly, in examining the strengths and weakness of the 
CCSS, Applebee (2013) found that the standards recognize the unique requirements for building 
arguments, mustering evidence, and making interpretations in each discipline. 
 The disciplinary parameters of the CCSS are outlined in Appendix A of the standards, 
which defines argumentative writing, explanatory writing, and narrative writing in ELA, social 
studies, and science. Rather than being a comprehensive writing framework, the three text types 
function as a heuristic; the standards imply – but do not explicitly state – that academic genres 
incorporate multiple kinds of writing. For example, the CCSS list literary analysis under 
expository writing, but also define it under argumentation: “In English language arts, students 
make claims about the worth or meaning of a literary work. They defend their interpretations or 
judgments with evidence from the text(s) they are writing about” (2013, Appendix A, p. 23). 
 The value of disciplinary literacy. These characteristics of the CCSS correspond with 
scholarship emphasizing disciplinary literacy (Fang & Schleppegrell, 2008; Lee & Spratley, 
2010; Moje, 2008; Moje, 2015; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). Disciplinary literacy adopts a 
sociocultural view of literacy learning, which seeks to understand how meaning is negotiated 
through social interaction and how semiotic tools like language mediate culture and activity (e.g. 
Bakhtin, 1986; Vygotsky, 1978). The sociocultural view situates literacy practices within larger 
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traditions of discourse, “ways of using language, thinking, and acting that can be used to identify 
oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or network” (Gee, 2001, p. 1). Disciplinary 
literacy scholars build from sociocultural perspectives to explore how the academic disciplines 
function as unique discourse communities and how they produce knowledge through shared 
epistemological assumptions and expectations for language use. They emphasize disciplinary 
processes for problem-posing and warranting claims, along with particular text structures, 
linguistic codes, and technical vocabularies which are constrained in their applicability to most 
literacy tasks (e.g. Lee & Spratley, 2010; Moje, 2015; Rainey & Moje, 2012; Shanahan & 
Shanahan, 2008). This scholarship is distinct from the academic literacies model (e.g. Lea & 
Street, 2006). While both understand literacy to be socially situated, academic literacy scholars 
have focused on building students’ facility with academic language, neglecting to address the 
diversity of literacy practices within the academy (Freedman et al., 2016). 
 Moje (2008) has proposed a three-part framework for disciplinary literacy learning. The 
first component of the framework is discourses and practices, “the particular norms for everyday 
practice, conventions for communicating and representing knowledge, and ways of interacting, 
defending, and challenging ideas” (Moje, 2008, p. 100) in each discipline; these must be made 
explicit to students and contrasted with other disciplines and students’ everyday language use. 
The second component is identities and identifications. Moje suggests that apprenticeship to the 
languages and epistemologies of each discipline enables students to see themselves as members 
of these discourse communities. The third component is knowledge. Moje holds that adolescents 
need to develop a foundation of subject matter knowledge to comprehend and produce complex 
disciplinary texts. Moje’s framework positions disciplinary literacy as a kind of critical literacy, 
because it builds understandings of how knowledge is constructed rather than reproducing a 
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fixed knowledge base. By equipping students with the tools to question and critique disciplinary 
knowledge, disciplinary literacy instruction enables students to shape the discourse communities 
in which they participate, challenging accepted disciplinary conventions to incorporate new 
perspectives. Empowering students to reconstruct disciplinary boundaries furthers a pluralistic 
and democratic society, as students produce knowledge that can address their local needs, 
experiences, and ideologies (Moje & Sutherland, 2003). Therefore, disciplinary literacy is central 
to the project of equity in education and addresses a social justice agenda (Moje, 2007).  
 Disciplinary literacy in ELA. While there is growing interest in literacy practices in 
secondary mathematics (e.g. Hillman, 2014), history (e.g. Monte-Sano, De La Paz, & Felton, 
2014; Park, 2016; Wineburg & Reisman, 2015), and science (e.g. Koomen et al., 2016; Pearson, 
Moje, & Greenleaf, 2010; Putra & Tang, 2016), disciplinary literacy in ELA continues to be 
neglected. Attention to literary texts is centrally absent from landmark work on disciplinary 
literacy (e.g. Moje, 2007; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008), indicating how the English classroom, 
as the traditional space for literacy instruction, exits outside of the disciplinary literacy paradigm. 
This absence belies a presumption that general literacy knowledge is sufficient for the demands 
of ELA curricula, and that the reading of literature does not differ qualitatively from the reading 
of other texts, a belief which defined literacy instruction prior to the CCSS. 
 That most research on disciplinary literacy in ELA remains theoretical (e.g. Buehl, 2011; 
Langer, 2011; Smagorinsky, 2014) or has been carried out in the arts and sciences domain (e.g. 
Marshall, 2000) reflects the difficulty of establishing disciplinary parameters given the 
balkanized nature of literary theory (e.g. Eagleton, 2008). Facility with a range of critical 
perspectives and allowance for divergent interpretations of texts has been identified as a unique 
requirement of literary reading (Park, 2013; Rainey & Moje, 2012).While formalism and reader-
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response dominate high school ELA (Appleman, 2009), Burroughs and Smagorinsky’s (2009) 
survey of the “relatively slim body of research on the English curriculum” (p. 170) identified 
multiple interpretive communities – including New Historicism, formalism, feminism, and 
reader-response – whose members employ varied theoretical frames in analyzing literature. 
 Some scholars have worked to characterize patterns in literary reasoning. Applying a 
framework developed by Fahnestock and Secor (1991), Wilder (2005) identified several topoi, or 
common rhetorical structures, used by literary scholars to interpret literature: appearance/reality, 
ubiquity, paradox, context, misidentification, and value for complexity. While all topoi build 
upon close reading as a foundational practice, Wilder argued that the salience of the last three 
topoi in recent scholarship represents a shift away from strict formalism to dialogical approaches 
more attentive to historical and cultural context. This shift indicates that discourse communities 
can simultaneously preserve culture and respond to social change. The same topoi also appeared 
in the discourse of literature professors and their students (Wilder, 2002). Students directly 
instructed in these patterns were more adept at interpreting complicated literary texts. However, 
the use of these topoi in writing assignments did not always result in higher grades, suggesting 
that successful writing about literature requires more than sound interpretive skills.  
 Research on disciplinary reading in secondary ELA has upheld the importance of 
demystifying literary reasoning though scaffolding and guided participation. Lee’s research 
agenda (e.g. 2001, 2007, 2014) has developed cultural modeling as a framework for reading 
literature. This design builds on cultural data sets encapsulating students’ diverse out-of-school 
literacy practices and situates the teacher as both a cultural guide and expert other. Lee’s work 
has identified the knowledge demands of complex literary texts including plot formations, 
narrative tropes, character types, archetypal themes, interpretive problems, and figurative 
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language. Extending Lee’s research, Levine and Horton (2013) demonstrated the efficacy of an 
affective appraisal strategy in supporting literary interpretation for high-poverty, low achieving 
adolescent readers. Most recently, with Project READI, Lee and Goldman (2015; see also 
Goldman et al., 2016) constructed a framework for knowledge-informing literary reading and 
reasoning, which included epistemology, knowledge of text types, discursive knowledge, and 
knowledge of inquiry strategies. Together, these findings emphasize the importance of explicitly 
identifying and modeling the knowledge and skills students need to comprehend complex literary 
texts and leveraging students’ out-of-school literacy practices to help them access disciplinary 
discourses, suggesting the value of cognitive apprenticeship as disciplinary socialization. 
 Since writing has long been neglected as a domain of literacy study (Miller & McCardle, 
2011), it is unsurprising that empirical studies on writing in ELA are sparse compared to studies 
on reading in ELA. This may be attributed to the origins of the Writing Across the Curriculum 
movement, which was concerned with writing outside of the English classroom (Freedman et al., 
2016). Attempts to study writing about literature have also been constrained by the diversity of 
theoretical lenses employed by experts in the field (e.g. Eagleton, 2008) and by the treatment of 
literature and composition as distinct areas of study at the university level (Tremmel & Tremmel, 
2012). There is consensus that writing literary analysis involves advancing claims about the 
meaning of a text and grounding these interpretations in textual evidence (e.g. Lee & Spratley, 
2010; Smagorinsky, 2015). However, disagreements persist across the academy about both the 
cognitive strategies and social dimensions involved in this process. 
 Scholars have indicated that writing literary analysis is more cognitively-demanding than 
crafting generic arguments, as it involves forming and articulating interpretations. Cooper (1999) 
attributed the genre’s uniqueness to the requirement of an interpretive thesis, which assumes a 
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local community of readers to whom the writer must appeal. The literature professors in 
Rainey’s (2016) study described their unique ways of constructing thesis statements. Jane 
encouraged students to start their introductory paragraphs with a question, not a thesis. Elias also 
claimed, “I don’t teach thesis statements…a strong thesis statement is actually making a claim of 
puzzlement, so the claim isn’t so much ‘This is the theme I’m trying to prove to you,’ but the 
claim is more ‘This thing is very puzzling, and if you didn’t see it as puzzling at first, you should 
see that it’s puzzling now’” (p. 16). Such statements suggest that literary analysis is ill-served by 
a 5-paragraph structure which sets out a thesis to “prove.” Unlike a traditional model of 
argumentation which assumes an unchanging position the writer must defend, Rainey’s 
participants described an unfolding essay structure, treating writing as a journey of discovery and 
exploration that allows for thought development and consideration of multiple interpretative 
possibilities. They positioned literary studies as a social pursuit by which scholars make original 
claims about texts and arrive at new understandings to share with their disciplinary community. 
 Rare studies of disciplinary writing in secondary English classrooms highlight the 
difficulty of these specialized argumentation practices for adolescent writers. When writing 
literary analysis, students in Beck’s (2006) study defaulted to a generic argumentative schema 
rather than treating writing as a process of self-expression or exploration. Beck also surfaced 
disconnect between how the classroom teacher understood the writing task and how students 
received and enacted it. Her study evinced the way experts may struggle to make taken-for-
granted disciplinary expectations transparent for novices. Lewis and Ferretti’s (2009, 2011) work 
posited cognitive strategy instruction as one remedy to this problem. Their single-subject, quasi 
experimental, time series design utilized Wilder’s (2002, 2005) topoi framework following a 
Self-Regulated Strategy Development model. 10th and 11th grade students were taught to craft 
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arguments about literary text based on the paradox topus and the ubiquity topus, to use direct 
quotations, and to write tie-in sentences linking quotations to their arguments. The intervention 
resulted in students writing longer essays with more textual evidence to support their 
interpretations and more tie-ins. However, students had difficulty generalizing these skills to 
other texts and prompts. This rigorous study suggests that students need opportunities to apply 
interpretive strategies across different writing contexts. It also indicates that strategy instruction 
has limited efficacy without building students’ awareness of how the writing task and genre align 
with the larger goals, values, and epistemologies of the discipline. 
 The research on disciplinary writing in ELA is in its early stages. To the detriment of 
writing research, the disciplinary literacy agenda captures the privileged status of reading 
research in policymaking. What research does exist hints at the potential of leveraging cognitive 
strategy instruction alongside sociocultural writing apprenticeships to develop students’ expertise 
in disciplinary writing. However, reflecting competing paradigms of writing research, this 
literature has treated cognitive and sociocultural perspectives on writing instruction separately, 
rather than acknowledging both dimensions as essential components in an effective disciplinary 
writing program (Ferretti & Lewis, 2013). The literature also points to an emerging disconnect 
between experts’ practices and content standards for ELA. Rather than accommodating multiple 
perspectives, the CCSS emphasize formalism and structure writing by clearly-defined text types. 
Contrasting the findings of Rainey’s (2016) study, the definition of argument writing in ELA 
assumes a linear claims-evidence-reasoning trajectory. The fact that the CCSS also lists literary 
analysis under explanatory writing belies the fact that authentic literary discourse depends on 
both argumentation and explanation in a more hybrid form than would fit neatly into either 
category. The separation of literary argumentation and literary analysis creates a false binary, 
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rather than allowing for the fact that all literary analysis is fundamentally argumentative. 
 Therefore, this research base raises doubts about how well the CCSS capture the practices 
of those whose job it is to write about literature. It begs questions about the extent to which 
secondary students and their teachers should be expected to master particular disciplines, how 
any criteria for mastery may be established, and the equity issues involved in privileging specific 
discourses and practices over others. All these issues factor into how disciplinary literacy is 
defined, taught, and assessed in the era of the CCSS. Heller (2010), in his critique of Moje 
(2008), has argued that disciplinary literacy instruction should be left up to higher education. 
Even proponents of disciplinary literacy instruction recognize that simplifying complex 
disciplinary practices for adolescents may obscure the divergent ways people think within a 
discipline (Lee, 2014) and that a disciplinary focus may minimize connections to the discourses 
of the public sphere and everyday life (Collin, 2014). Is disciplinary expertise a realistic or 
desirable goal for K-12 education? And what does all of this mean for classroom writing 
instruction? These unanswered questions reflect a need for classroom research that treats writing 
practices in ELA as worth studying in their own right if secondary students and teachers are to 
find success with the ELA CCSS. It is this need that I hoped to address with my study. 
Policy implementation. Although the CCSS for ELA make many new demands of 
teachers and students, little is known about how they are being implemented. Researchers have 
failed to develop an understanding of how teachers make sense of the standards at the classroom 
level or what instructional strategies may predict students’ literacy achievement on CCSS-
aligned assessments (Kane et al., 2016). Criticism has been rendered against professional 
materials for the CCSS on the grounds that they are not consistent with current research on grade 
level progressions, text complexity, close reading, writing, and digital literacy (Hodge & Benko, 
  16 
 
2014; Woodard & Kline, 2015). This may result in gaps between research-based best practices 
and what teachers actually do in the classroom. Others have argued that CCSS-aligned tests 
reflect limited understandings of reading and writing that may lead to the narrowing of the 
literacy curriculum (Behizadeh & Pang, 2016; Woodard & Kline, 2015). Indeed, the potential for 
statewide tests to contribute to teacher-centered instruction and a focus on test preparation has 
been well-documented across subject areas (Au, 2012; Milner, 2013; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). 
Abrams, Pedulla, and Madaus (2003) have suggested that it is high-stakes tests, not the learning 
standards, that have had the greatest influence on teachers’ decision-making and classroom 
instruction. As state and local accountability mandates ensure instructional compliance to the 
literacy skills being measured on these tests, there is reason to query whether the tests actually 
align with the CCSS for literacy and what it means for classroom implementation if they do not.  
There are also concerns about how teachers will make the change to disciplinary literacy 
instruction. The CCSS presume that secondary teachers will apprentice students to the specific 
ways of writing in their discipline. However, the minimal coursework requirements for subject-
area certification in some states raise questions about the extent to which secondary teachers 
have been socialized into their disciplines (Fang, 2014; Moje, 2015). Bain (2000) has observed 
that teachers inhabit a liminal space “between the novice and the expert, within the breach 
between the school and the academy” (p. 336). Even teachers with great disciplinary expertise 
may struggle to make taken-for-granted disciplinary understandings explicit to students without 
development of discipline-specific pedagogy. Early research on CCSS implementation highlights 
concerns about the lack of support teachers have received in adopting the standards. The varied 
quality of CCSS instructional materials and professional development (PD) experiences (Hodge 
& Benko, 2014; Thompson, Kaufman, & Opfer, 2016) also raises questions about teachers’ 
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preparedness to carry out the major instructional shifts the standards call for. 
The implementation challenges of the CCSS bring to the forefront larger debates in the 
school change literature about why some education reforms succeed while others fail. 
Policymakers now recognize, as Sykes and Wilson (2016) have written, that “instruction neither 
exists in a vacuum, nor is it enacted by programmable machines” (p. 851). Whether and how 
policy is implemented depends on a myriad of factors at play across the education system. Some 
researchers see implementation as an individual process, highlighting the degree to which 
implementation depends on teachers’ unique background, skills, and dispositions (McLaughlin, 
2013; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Olsen and Kirtman (2002) identified eight aspects that “dispose a 
teacher to interpret, understand, value, and implement reforms in varied ways” (p. 306), 
including their experiences, expertise, attitudes, and relationships. For example, teachers have 
been shown to be most open to incremental changes and reform ideas that feel familiar, while 
resisting policies that require an overhaul of instruction (Spillane, 2004). Variability in teacher 
characteristics and teachers’ deficiencies have often been used to explain the failure of 
instructional reforms which must be carried out by the very individuals identified as the obstacle 
the reforms hope to address (e.g. Cohen & Moffitt, 2009). Cohen and Hill’s (2000) work, for 
instance, has troubled policymakers’ positioning of teachers as change agents within policy 
frameworks that constrain teacher learning and devalue teachers’ expertise. These same trends 
have dominated debates over teacher quality, teacher certification, and teacher tenure (e.g. 
Cochran-Smith & Fries, 2001; Ravitch, 2014). As a fundamental dilemma of school reform, it is 
assumed that teachers are both the problem in education and the solution to the problem. 
Rather than blaming teachers, other researchers have looked to the institutional context to 
explain variation in policy implementation. Textbooks, curricula, instructional spaces, planning 
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time, class size, teaching assignments, and student dynamics are all variables over which 
teachers have little control but which influence their practice from year to year. Kennedy (2006) 
has suggested that reform mandates are unrealistic, often neglecting these lived realities, or 
“nonnegotiables,” of teaching. Payne (2008) has also argued that education policy discussions 
fail to account for the weaknesses of social infrastructure and organizational upheaval in urban 
schools, leaving teachers and students vulnerable to local political influences.  
The sheer momentum behind standards reform has led to a staccato sequence of often 
short-lived policy initiatives, layered one on top of another, resulting in the expansion and 
intensification of teachers’ roles without adequate time to engage meaningfully with reform 
(Valli & Buese, 2007). Kennedy (2010) has described this phenomenon as “reform clutter.” She 
has argued that constantly-shifting reforms contribute to teacher burnout, detracting from the 
core work of teaching and causing teachers to default to their established practices rather than 
driving substantive change. Reform messages may conflict with one another and teachers’ many 
different priorities, forcing teachers to make difficult professional decisions which may not be in 
line with reformers’ intentions (Kennedy, 2006). Therefore, in this climate of reform vertigo, the 
disconnect between the disciplinary literacy focus of the CCSS and the current state of literacy 
instruction in schools should be a major consideration for reformers. 
Summary of problem. The issues at stake in this dissertation project therefore are 
related to the content and pedagogical content knowledge required by the new CCSS writing 
standards. The research problem that this study addressed was that the standards call for a major 
shift from established ways of teaching writing in secondary schools. This shift is apparent in the 
disciplinary writing components of the CCSS and reinforced by rigorous standardized writing 
assessments which have high stakes for students, teachers, and schools. 
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Research Need 
As I showed in the prior section, the study of disciplinary literacy in ELA has been 
neglected. While there is growing interest in discipline-specific literacy practices in other 
subjects, the ELA classroom, as the traditional space for literacy instruction, has not been fully 
integrated into the disciplinary literacy paradigm. Most ELA curricula still stress generic literacy 
practices. This represents a special problem for the preparation and professional learning of ELA 
teachers being asked to teach in new ways. Nevertheless, ELA continues to be ignored by 
disciplinary literacy scholars (Moje, 2007; Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008). In particular, the 
empirical basis for understanding discipline-specific writing practices in ELA is non-existent 
(Park, 2013; Smagorinsky, 2015). Sociocultural writing research confirms that a general 
composition model is no longer sufficient for the demands of the CCSS (Freedman et al., 2016). 
Researchers, school leaders, and teachers must therefore cultivate deeper understanding of 
disciplinary literacy in ELA and of how to support disciplinary pedagogy in the ELA classroom. 
There is also a long-standing neglect of teacher perspectives on policy in education 
research (Palmer & Rangel, 2011; Stern, 2016). Because of teachers’ responsibility for 
implementing reform at the ground level, understanding teachers’ views on school reform is 
essential (McLaughlin, 2013; Spillane, 2004; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). Implementation research 
implies that individual factors, like teachers’ beliefs, professional training, and experiences of 
schooling; and situational factors, like student demographics, access to resources, leadership 
structures, professional learning culture, and reform history, will strongly mediate how teachers 
interpret and enact not just the CCSS, but all future education reform (Olsen & Kirtman, 2002; 
Sykes & Wilson, 2016). If policymakers, researchers, and other stakeholders wish to ensure the 
success of education reform in years to come, it is essential that they attend to these local 
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contexts of implementation, relying on classroom teachers as key informants. It remains 
problematic that teachers’ perspectives on education policy continue to be devalued. 
Purpose of Study 
 The broad purpose of this study was to explore how English teachers at one urban high 
school make sense of their school’s attempt to improve student writing through the use of 
discipline-specific, CCSS-aligned common writing assessments. The study aimed to cultivate 
deeper understanding of the English department as a learning community and teachers’ 
perspectives on disciplinary writing in ELA. It was interested in how school leaders and 
policymakers can support the development of discipline-specific writing pedagogy in this and 
other subject areas. The study conceived of the writing initiative as a unique point of access to 
teachers’ views on their discipline, with the assumption that the initiative both shaped and 
reflected teachers’ understandings of disciplinary writing in ELA. It aspired to take seriously 
what participants knew and believed to be true about writing in the English classroom, seeking to 
challenge academic and policy traditions that locate knowledge for teaching outside of the 
classroom (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). Rather, this study was committed to surfacing and 
privileging the knowledge possessed by teachers, created in practice (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 
1999), which continues to be constrained and dismissed in education reform circles.  
Research Questions 
 This dissertation used sense-making theory (Spillane et al., 2002) in combination with a 
communities of practice framework (Wenger, 1998) to examine how secondary ELA teachers 
grappled with a school-wide initiative geared towards improving student writing through a 
discipline-specific lens. Treating the English department as the unit of analysis, it focused on 
how teachers understood the writing initiative within their department, how they perceived its 
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impact on their instruction and on student learning, and how it reflected their orientations to 
disciplinary writing. The study takes an inclusive view of educational policy (Sykes & Wilson, 
2016), considering all efforts to improve writing instruction and writing outcomes for students 
that were documented, made public, and connected to larger accountability structures. Thus, 
“reform” is used broadly throughout this dissertation to refer to school, district, state, and 
federal-level initiatives. In accordance with this wide-ranging definition of reform and with my 
theoretical frameworks, which are both interested in how cognition is shaped by overlapping 
social contexts, the research questions for this dissertation were structured to allow for the 
exploration of school reform as nested at the school, department, and classroom level. 
Specifically, my study addressed the following overarching research question and related sub-
questions: How does the English department at one urban high school make sense of the 
school’s Common Writing Assessment initiative? 
1. What are English teachers’ attitudes about the writing initiative? How do they 
perceive its purpose? What factors have influenced their sense-making of the writing 
initiative? 
2. What is the discourse around teaching writing in the English department? How and to 
what extent has this discourse been shaped by the Common Writing Assessment 
initiative? 
3. How do English teachers describe their implementation of the writing initiative? How 
do they understand its impact on their practice and their students? 
Overview of the Dissertation 
This dissertation argues that English teachers made sense of the school’s Common 
Writing Assessment initiative in ways that were individualized and heavily mediated by the 
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standardized writing assessments they used. Absent a shared understanding of the purpose of the 
initiative and absent structures to support the transfer of meaning around the assessments, 
teachers’ descriptions of classroom instruction and the feedback they provided on the 
assessments suggested they engaged in localized implementation of the writing initiative. 
Moreover, they did so in ways that allowed them to craft coherence with their established 
approaches to teaching writing and to address the perceived needs of their students, enabling 
them to succeed on the required high-stakes writing assessments. In short, the writing initiative 
had a minimal impact on teachers’ writing instruction. 
Chapter 2 describes and extends the two theoretical frames that I used together to inform 
the design of this study and the analysis of my data: sense-making theory (Spillane et al., 2002) 
and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998). Following discussion of these theories, I offer 
some brief context on the history of writing reform in the U.S. I then review four overlapping 
bodies of research that speak in different ways to the research problem I have constructed in this 
chapter. These bodies of research include implementation of literacy policy (due to the lack of 
research on writing policy, this section focuses exclusively on reading policy), the impact of 
high-stakes testing and accountability on writing instruction, response to the CCSS for writing 
from researchers and practitioners, and professional learning for teachers of literacy. In my 
presentation of this literature, I examine trends in the studies’ findings, provide methodological 
critiques, and identify gaps in the research which my study addresses. 
Chapter 3 presents both the methods and methodology of this dissertation. I outline the 
reasons I chose to use a case study design (Stake, 2003) and argue for the value of taking an 
ethnographic approach (Atkinson, 2015) in research on school reform. I describe in depth the 
large, urban high school in the Northeast where I conducted my study, offering demographic 
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details about my 19 educator participants, and explain my process for selection of the research 
site and participants. I also identify the four major data sources used in the study – interviews, 
think alouds, participant observations, and school documents – and detail my analytical 
approach, which was grounded in thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). I conclude by 
offering considerations around my own positionality as both an insider and outsider to the 
research context. 
Chapters 4 through 6 lay out the major findings of this study. In Chapter 4, I explore how 
the writing initiative was messaged and supported at the school level. Relying primarily on 
interviews with teachers, department leaders, and other administrators, I answer my first research 
question, “What are English teachers’ attitudes about the writing initiative? How do they 
perceive its purpose? What factors have influenced their sense-making of the writing initiative?” 
I make the assertion that lack of coherence between how the writing initiative was represented to 
English teachers and the organizational structures in place to support its implementation 
prevented teachers from investing in the initiative. I develop the notion of the “coherence gap” in 
reform to explain this phenomenon. 
Chapter 5 examines how the writing initiative was taken up in the English department as 
a community of practice by analyzing the departmental discourse around writing. Drawing on 
observations of department meetings, I answer my second research question, “What is the 
departmental discourse around teaching writing in the English department? How and to what 
extent has this discourse been shaped by the Common Writing Assessment initiative?” Taking up 
Wenger’s notion of “boundary objects,” I assert that the standardized writing assessments used 
by English teachers in the writing initiative confused and constrained a rich departmental 
discourse around writing by separating writing from its social function. I suggest that this 
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necessitated a process I term “recontextualization” for teachers to make meaning of the social 
practices represented by the assessments. Notably, teachers did so in ways congruent with the 
constraints of their teaching environment. 
Chapter 6 focuses on how the initiative was implemented by individual English teachers 
at the classroom level. Utilizing data from think aloud protocols in which teachers provided 
feedback on students’ writing, I answer my third research question, “How do English teachers 
describe their implementation of the writing initiative? How do they understand its impact on 
their practice and their students?” I make the argument that teachers relied on two particularized 
dimensions of their professional knowledge – what I term their “reform knowledge” and their 
“relational knowledge” – to exercise agency in implementation of the initiative. This knowledge 
informed the instructional strategies they used and the feedback they provided to students on the 
writing initiative assessments. I hold that teachers exercised a higher level of agency in their 
instruction than in their feedback because they were permitted the autonomy to mobilize their 
particularized knowledge within the privacy of the classroom. 
Finally, Chapter 7 concludes by offering implications of this work for education research, 
policy, and practice. The significance of this study is myriad. It contributes to the limited 
research on disciplinary writing in ELA. It provides needed insight into implementation of the 
CCSS. It brings teachers’ perspectives on reform to the forefront. It has informed and continues 
to inform future professional learning at the school and district level for the participating site. As 
a study of teacher learning and school change, it has also shaped and continues to shape my own 
practice as a school leader. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Sense-making, Communities of Practice, and Related Literature 
This case study of school-level writing reform was informed by complementary 
theoretical frameworks and a review of related literature. In this section, I introduce the dual 
theoretical frameworks that guided my study. I then present a literature review accounting for 
research on teachers’ response to implementation of reading policy, high-stakes writing 
assessment, the CCSS, and professional learning for literacy teachers. 
Theoretical Frameworks 
The theoretical underpinnings of this study stemmed from two sources: Spillane et al.’s 
(2002) framework for sense-making and Wenger’s (1998) conceptualization of communities of 
practice. When combined for this dissertation, these lenses highlighted policy implementation 
processes as socially-embedded, mutually adaptive, and multi-leveled, offering a productive 
vantage point for considering teacher response to writing reform. 
Sense-making. Sense-making theory encompasses a set of shared assumptions about 
how individuals ascribe meaning to events and messages in their environment. It accounts for 
“basic information processing as well as the complexity and influences involved in the 
processing of information about abstract ideas, the influence of motivation and affect, and the 
ways that social context and social interaction affect meaning making” (Spillane et al., 2002, p. 
388). Sense-making theorists share the view of humans as agents who actively construct meaning 
from events (Huber & Daft, 1987), which is always interpretive. Sense-making has been taken 
up in organizational psychology, where it has been used to examine how individuals develop 
shared awareness across organizations (Wieck, 1995). In education research, sense-making 
frameworks have offered alternatives to technical-rational perspectives on policy implementation 
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as a top-down process and mutual adaptation perspectives which stress the local factors 
influencing implementation (Datnow & Park, 2009). Building from this tradition, this 
dissertation used sense-making to study policy implementation at the school level and to explore 
teachers’ understandings of and responses to the writing initiative. 
Early sense-making theory was heavily influenced by cognitive psychology, stressing 
information processing as an individual cognitive process. These frameworks held that 
individuals “structure the unknown” (Waterman, 1990, p. 41) by integrating stimuli into pre-
existing frameworks or “worldviews” (Porac, Thomas & Baden-Fuller, 1989), enabling them to 
“comprehend, understand, explain, attribute, extrapolate, and predict” (Starbuck & Milliken, 
1988, p. 51). These accounts assumed that human action was based on an information-processing 
sequence in which the individual attended to cues in the environment, interpreted the meaning of 
the cues, and externalized these interpretations through concrete activities. Wieck (1995), for 
example, identified seven central elements of the process, which he viewed as: 1) grounded in 
identity construction; 2) retrospective; 3) enactive of sensible environments; 4) social; 5) 
ongoing); 6) focused on and by extracted cues; and 7) driven by plausibility rather than accuracy.  
In contrast, contemporary sense-making theory in education research stresses the role of 
context (e.g. Spillane, 2004; Spillane, Reiser, & Gomez, 2006). This work illuminates how 
reform efforts are shaped by teachers’ responses to messages in the school environment from 
policymakers, district officials, administrators, and coworkers. What teachers notice about these 
messages and how they ascribe meaning to them depend on social interaction as much as 
teachers’ pre-existing cognitive frameworks. When reform efforts are put into practice, these 
cognitive frameworks are reconstructed and the results enable the generation of shared meaning 
in departments, schools, and districts. Thus, sense-making can be understood as both individual 
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and collective, as cognitive processes are influenced by interpersonal relationships and existing 
social structures. Teachers make sense of their environment though interactions with colleagues, 
bounded by common school experiences which shape the range of appropriate responses to the 
different messages they encounter. The process is ongoing and deeply tied to teachers’ identities. 
Specifically, this study was guided by Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework for sense-
making of education policy. This framework identifies three, multi-dimensional components in 
the sense-making process. The first component, individual cognition, includes an educator’s 
unique experiences, knowledge, beliefs, attitudes, and values. New policy messages are 
encountered through the lens of these existing cognitions in a process Spillane et al. describe as 
fundamentally conservative. They argue that educators have a tendency to “preserve their 
existing mental scripts rather than radically overhaul them” (p. 8) and are therefore drawn to 
reform ideas that appear familiar or have superficial similarities to what is known. Educators’ 
individual content and pedagogical expertise also influence how they comprehend and act on 
new policy. The second component of Spillane et al.’s sense-making framework, situated 
cognition, emphasizes the importance of situational factors in shaping how educators understand 
policy. This component includes workplace norms and structures, resources, social networks, 
and personal and professional affiliations like subject area, political ideology, religion, race, and 
ethnicity. According to Spillane et al., these contextual elements are constitutive of the sense-
making process and mediate individual cognition. In particular, Spillane et al. highlight the 
strength of educators’ personal and professional connections and the level of trust in the 
workplace as key factors. The third component of this framework is policy representation: how a 
reform initiative is written and presented to educators. This dimension takes into account the 
policy’s language, the medium through which it is expressed, and the coherence of its rationale. 
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According to Spillane et al., effectively communicating the logic and major principles underlying 
policy is of great importance, given individuals’ tendencies to connect new information 
superficially with what is already known. In all three dimensions, this framework stresses that 
understanding of policy is itself not sufficient for successful implementation and that educators 
must be supported with the necessary skills and resources to make sense of it. 
Coburn (2001) has offered one application of sense-making theory to literacy reform that 
heavily influenced my conceptualization of this project. In her case study of one California 
elementary school, she combined sense-making theory and institutional theory to explore how 
teachers made sense of reading policy. Through sustained observation of teacher meetings and 
classroom instruction, interviews, and document analysis, she found that conflicting messages 
about the value of phonics instruction were filtered through the worldviews of the particular 
social groups teachers affiliated themselves with. She thus characterized sense-making as 
collaborative, grounded in formal and informal interactions between colleagues that determined 
which policy messages teachers attended to and helped them address the practical challenges of 
implementation. She also discovered that the sense-making process was mediated by the degree 
of homogeneity in group members’ worldviews and the extent to which the conditions for 
interaction supported deep engagement. Key to the innovativeness of Coburn’s study was her use 
of the group as an analytical unit, which is similar to how I designed this study. Her treatment of 
the group illustrates the move of sense-making theory away from a focus on individual cognition 
to a more situated perspective, which I found to be more useful and more in line with my 
interests in the sociocultural dimensions of school reform and teacher learning. 
Figure 1 depicts the model of sense-making I used in my study, expanding on Spillane et 
al.’s (2002) framework. In alignment with their framework, I view sense-making as predicated  
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Figure 1. The Sense-Making Process 
on individual, situational, and representational factors. However, I find that their framework does 
not adequately acknowledge the iterative nature of sense-making or how these three factors are 
interrelated. The situational factors influencing implementation do not exist in a vacuum; rather, 
the local context of implementation is constituted by normative and regulative pressures present 
in the larger policy system. Their framework also needs clarity on the relationship between the 
sense-making process and implementation, as it obscures the distinction between cognition and 
action. Regardless of what meaning teachers make from policy, accountability structures at the 
school, district, state, and federal level function as major influences on classroom 
implementation, exerting pressure on teachers and students and encouraging compliance rather 
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than substantive changes in instruction. Spillane et al. (2002) do not adequately address the 
power issues at stake here or how the threat of accountability sanctions might factor into sense 
making. I also find that their task-oriented view of implementation is limited. Rather than 
understanding implementation as a one-off process in which teachers are asked to change their 
practice, I view implementation as ongoing and iterative. The outcomes of implementation force 
teachers to reconfigure their individual and collective worldviews, influencing future 
instructional decisions, school culture, and policy.  
I have attempted to address these limitations in Figure 1. My conceptualization of sense-
making is not linear, but accounts for the iterative influence of these factors. I also incorporate 
specific elements that have been identified as mediators of implementation (Olsen & Kitman, 
2002; Spillane 2004). These include institutional influences, such as organizational structures, 
resources, and climate; learning influences, such as PD, policy language, and reform history; and 
individual teacher influences, such as school experiences and other personal characteristics. 
Figure 1 emphasizes that messages in the school environment may emerge as top-down 
directives or from the ground up. It acknowledges that policy can affect student outcomes 
directly, through high-stakes testing and accountability structures, and indirectly, through 
instructional decision-making. It also depicts a continuous feedback loop, as outcomes of 
implementation influence educators’ future cognition and the construction of future policy. With 
this study, I hoped to gain more insight into the iterative nature of sense-making, the social 
mechanisms by which sense-making occurs, and how larger policy systems interact in this 
process. This required the incorporation of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) as a second 
theoretical perspective, which I return to shortly. 
Finally, I would suggest that sense-making (Spillane et al., 2002) often operates from a 
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deficit view of teacher knowledge. The assumption that teachers are the problem in education 
reform is not as extreme in sense-making theory as it is in technical-rational perspectives on 
implementation, which stress top-down control and fidelity to policy initiatives as a means of 
improving poor instruction (Datnow & Park, 2009), since sense-making allows for the context-
dependent nature of implementation. However, sense-making still privileges the perspectives of 
policymakers as those who know best what changes are needed in the classroom. It speculates 
about the factors contributing to policy being implemented differently by different teachers 
without interrogating the views of teaching and learning behind the policy and the process by 
which the policy is constructed. It assumes that if teachers do not accept or implement policy as 
desired, this reflects their lack of understanding, rather than professional, principled critique. It 
favors the knowledge of “experts” and their desired goals, rather than valuing the knowledge that 
is constructed in and through practice by teachers themselves, who are arguably most attuned to 
the day-to-day realities of the classroom (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). Thus, my desire to 
legitimize teacher knowledge and foreground teachers’ perspectives on policy was not 
adequately achieved by sense-making theory. I hoped to accomplish this by incorporating the 
communities of practice perspective (Wenger, 1998), discussed next. 
Communities of practice. The communities of practice perspective (Wenger, 1998) 
seeks to understand how members participate in the social and cultural activities of their 
communities and how these practices contribute to individual and group learning. It reflects the 
influence of research on human development which sought to challenge views of learning as an 
individual process of knowledge transmission, emphasizing the sociocultural dimensions of 
learning and the relationship between learning and identity. For example, Rogoff’s (1994) work 
on communities of learners suggested that learning occurs through active, often asymmetrical, 
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participation in collective endeavors which mark particular cultural identities. Lave and Wenger 
(1991) developed a framework for legitimate peripheral participation, whereby new members 
become full participants in a community and its practices. In education research, application of 
the communities of practice perspective has been informed by research on teacher learning in 
communities. This research indicates that school context, patterns of interaction, and 
relationships with coworkers shape how teachers learn (McLaughlin & Talbert, 2001), that 
formal and informal teacher groups are key sites for school reform (Little, 2003), and that 
teachers’ professional learning may be understood as “emergent from, but not reducible to, 
interactions with others” (Raphael, Vasquez, Fortune, Gavelek, & Au, 2014, p. 146). However, 
communities of practice has been underutilized in the study of educational policy. With this 
dissertation, I intended to show the value of this perspective for understanding implementation as 
a social process and for linking teacher learning in communities to teachers’ classroom practice. 
The term “communities of practice” is attributable to Wenger (1998), who developed a 
theory of sociocultural learning through ethnographic study of a medical claims processing 
center operated by a large U.S. insurance company. He defines learning as deeply-ingrained 
social participation: not just a matter of pursuing certain activities with certain people, but “a 
more encompassing process of being active participants in the practices of social communities 
and constructing identities in relation to these communities” (p. 4). His theory offers purchase on 
how groups and individuals experience the world and make sense of these experiences, how this 
meaning is put into action and sustained, how these actions are determined to be worth pursuing, 
how competency is recognized, and how unique learning histories develop. Wenger understands 
learning as a process of becoming through meaning-making. By enacting particular identities, 
values, and practices, individuals and groups signify membership of a community that has been 
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shaped by and responds to larger social forces in particular ways, preserving the community’s 
knowledge base and expanding it over time. 
He argues that communities of practice can be identified by three characteristics. Their 
members: (a) are mutually engaged in an activity which has significance for the group and 
represents an important aspect of their daily work; (b) are united in pursuit of a joint enterprise, 
which is negotiated by the community in response to their particular situation, indicating shared 
interests and values; and (c) have a shared repertoire of practice – protocols, routines, and ways 
of thinking that they have developed which define their response to future situations. 
A central mechanism behind changes in practice is the negotiation of meaning which 
occurs as a result of the group’s pursuit of a joint enterprise. According to Wenger, this 
negotiation of meaning involves the iterative processes of participation and reification. 
Participation is defined as active involvement in the learning community, marked by the sharing 
of meaningful experiences with others. Reification is “the process of giving form to experience 
by producing objects that congeal the experience into thingness” (p. 58). Wenger offers the 
examples of writing down a law and creating a procedure to demonstrate how reifications 
function to give form to certain understandings. The form then becomes a focus for the 
negotiation of meaning, as people use the law to argue a point or the procedure to know what to 
do. For teachers, reifications may include a variety of tools and materials used in their 
classrooms and professional communities such as lesson plans, curricula, assessments, and 
routines. Wenger suggests that, while reifications provide a fixed representation of a desired 
process or experience, they require participation from the community to become meaningful. 
Conversely, reification is also required to structure meaningful participation. One or the other is 
insufficient, as “it is the interplay of reification and participation that creates new possibilities for 
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the negotiation of meaning and new opportunities for communities to adjust their participation, 
renegotiate their enterprise, and continue to develop their shared enterprise over time” (p. 52). 
Finally, communities of practice do not exist in isolation. Rather, they extend within and 
beyond organizations, geographic regions, and even nations. Wenger has identified “boundary 
objects” as the reifications that stretch from one community to another; “brokers” as the 
individuals who carry reifications from one community to another; and “boundary practices” as 
spaces where individuals from different communities engage together. The boundaries of a 
community of practice are reified with markers of membership, indicating outsider status in 
subtle and not so subtle ways, presenting barriers to participation or creating continuity across 
boundaries. When community members cross into each other’s communities of practice, a level 
of disconnect or confusion may be introduced as the objects of meaning-making may be taken up 
differently across contexts. While boundary-crossing between communities of practice is 
essential to the group learning process, as it is the central source of new ideas, it may also stymie 
progress if discontinuities are not resolved through ongoing negotiation of meaning. 
Coburn and Stein’s (2006) work offers one application of Wenger’s (1998) theory in the 
study of literacy reform. They define “community of practice” as “a group of individuals who, 
through the pursuit of a joint enterprise, have developed shared practices, historical and social 
resources, and common perspectives” (p. 28). In their year-long ethnographic study of how 
teachers at two urban elementary schools in California negotiated meaning about new reading 
policy, they found that such communities did not always reside in a school’s formal 
organizational structures. More often, they constituted networks of informal relationships with 
like-minded colleagues; these relationships and teachers’ shared history dictated how they made 
sense of new textbooks and assessment frameworks and incorporated them into their own 
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instruction. Coburn and Stein compare this study to their study of a Balanced Literacy program 
in a New York City school district, which highlighted the importance of brokers working across 
multiple communities of practice to encourage coordinated negotiation of meaning. The varying 
degree of participation between brokers from policy communities and communities of practice in 
schools resulted in teachers implementing the same policy in substantively different ways. 
Coburn and Stein (2006) clearly demonstrate the utility of the communities of practice 
perspective in the study of education policy. However, their study is the exception, not the rule. 
Reform research has rarely applied Wenger’s (1998) work or other sociocultural frameworks to 
account for implementation as a learning process whereby policy agendas are taken up and 
reflected in gradual changes in teachers’ practice over time. This may be due to the fact that one 
limitation of Wenger’s theory is its heavy focus on the local. Its emphasis on particular 
interactions between individuals does not adequately account for how these interactions are 
shaped by larger social norms and values, common discourses, and epistemological assumptions, 
making it difficult to apply to systemic influences like policy networks. He also does not discuss 
how or why different communities of practice might be differently impacted by these systemic 
influences. While he states that communal learning is shaped by power structures and normative 
pressures outside of the learning community, he does not acknowledge the specific mechanisms 
by which this occurs or the equity issues at stake in how community knowledge is developed and 
legitimized. In this study, combining communities of practice with sense-making (Spillane et al., 
2002) will illuminate both the macro and micro influences on policy implementation, since 
sense-making reveals the particular factors that impact teacher learning in communities. 
In my application of the communities of practice perspective, I have attempted to position  
Wenger’s (1998) theory within a larger network of policy influences. In the Venn diagram in 
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Figure 2. English Teacher Learning Communities 
Figure 2, I have identified the overlapping learning communities of which the English teachers at 
my research site were members. It should be noted that this is not a comprehensive 
representation of all the learning communities across the district, but rather the shared spaces I 
hypothesized sense-making was most likely to occur. Communities identified in white text 
provided the data for my study. The circles indicate the relative size of the context –whole school 
PD, for example, was larger than department teams, and department teams were smaller than the 
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Instructional Leadership Team (ILT). Colors also reflect the proximity of these communities to 
teachers’ daily practice. The darker the color, the more often teachers engaged with members of 
this community (e.g. the department was the immediate learning community for my 
participants). The figure also shows that several members of school’s ILT were members of a 
larger district ILT. Such points of overlap in the diagram were of particular interest to me, as 
they represented instances of boundary-crossing between groups. It was my sense that 
individuals in these spaces would function as brokers across communities and play essential 
roles in facilitating teacher learning across the district. The lead teacher of the English 
department, for example, who was also a lead teacher for the district, was a broker between her 
department, school administrators, and the district, as she has the opportunity to attend PD 
sessions with principals throughout the year. Considering the duality of boundary relationships 
and identities and sources of participation and non-participation (Wenger, 1998) in this study 
also provided a means of accounting for my own positionality as a participant observer and 
community member at the peripheries of the department.  
As the web of arrows surrounding the Venn diagram indicates, these learning 
communities were embedded within the larger education policy system. Building from Datnow 
and Park’s (2009) perspectives on policy implementation, I understand the influence of policy on 
teacher learning to be iterative, rather than top-down or determinative, such that “the causal 
arrow of change travels in multiple directions among active participants in all domains of the 
system and over time” (p. 352). Policy originating at higher levels of the system does not 
necessarily have greater influence on actions at lower levels. Rather, local decisions also affect 
policy implementation and policy itself, as teachers, schools, and districts legitimize and resist 
policy in various ways. This understanding of a multi-dimensional policy system departs from a 
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technical-rational perspective emphasizing policy implementation as one-directional. Indeed, one 
aim of this study was to use communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) to further theorize how 
particular learning communities interact with larger systems of education policy and the 
discourses, social practices, and power structures this policy reifies. 
Summary. Attempting to study school reform as sociocultural project required a fine 
grain of theoretical complexity. As I show throughout this dissertation, applying these dual 
theoretical lenses resulted in more sophisticated analysis than would have been produced by 
either framework alone. Using sense-making magnified how school-wide influences, such as 
accountability structures, PD, resources, and reform history, along with individual teacher 
characteristics, mediated teachers’ implementation processes. Understanding the English 
department as a learning community while also recognizing this community as an amalgam of 
micro-communities (Coburn & Stein, 2006) reaching within and beyond the school added 
nuance to the situational and representational dimensions of Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework, 
illuminating how reifications functioned across social boundaries. Conversely, Spillane’s 
framework offered purchase on the specific factors influencing Wenger’s (1998) negotiation of 
meaning, as learning in communities of practice may be considered a collective sense-making 
process. The sociocultural perspectives on learning emphasized by both lenses also had synergy 
with disciplinary literacy as sociocultural, which I discussed in Chapter 1. As Wenger’s theory 
implies, the practice of experts in subject areas like English is shaped by particular values and 
epistemological assumptions that mark them as members of their field. Finally, these two 
theoretical frameworks aligned with principles of ethnographic research (Atkinson, 2015), which 
I discuss in Chapter 3. Together, they worked to surface the organizational norms, routines, and 
values that defined my participants’ professional learning communities. 
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Review of the Literature 
 This study was located at the nexus of research on policy implementation and standards-
based writing reform. As such, it built on conceptual and empirical literature about teachers’ 
response to literacy policy and high-stakes writing assessment and the growing body of research 
on the CCSS, specifically the writing standards. Because my data sources were tied to school-run 
PD, I also addressed the research on professional learning for literacy teachers. The parameters 
of this review were set in several important ways. I defined teacher response broadly to address 
instructional practices alongside teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, perceptions, and sense-making 
processes around writing reform. To foreground the policy context of my study, I considered 
literature published in the U.S. after the passing of NCLB in 2001. I only included research from 
high-impact reports (established based on frequency of citation) and peer-reviewed journals. 
Since these journals offered a consistent and comprehensive process for evaluating research, they 
represented the most rigorous work done in these areas. Finally, although my participants were 
high school teachers, since much relevant research has been conducted at the elementary level, 
my search included research on all teachers, K-12. 
 To locate this literature, I conducted a series of online searches using the ERIC and 
Education Research Complete databases along with Google Scholar. Literature was identified 
using a list of descriptors and Boolean strings related to the key terms in my research questions 
and other topics that emerged as relevant from my reading. One example of a search string I used 
included the terms “writing N/3 reform OR writing N/3 policy” AND “teach* AND 
response/attitude*/belief*/perception*/sense-making/sense-making.” I filtered the literature 
based on date of publication and document type and used the subject field to eliminate studies 
done outside the U.S. As I read, I also followed citations to locate other relevant research. 
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Figure 3. Literature Review Outline  
 Conceptually, I view the CCSS as a contact zone (Pratt, 1991) where the forces of policy 
and accountability have intersected with opportunities for teacher agency and autonomy in 
implementation. As a policy mechanism, the CCSS represent uncharted territory; the standards 
are unprecedented in terms of their national scope, their explicit attention to writing, and their 
investment in disciplinary literacy instruction. I therefore structured this review to contrast the 
robust scholarship on policy implementation and teacher learning with the limited research on 
the CCSS. It was my hope that by juxtaposing what we have learned from research on standards-
based reform with what we are only now learning about the challenges and possibilities of the 
CCSS, I could make a case for the value of this study and the utility of exploring both school 
reform and writing through a sociocultural lens. 
 In the sections that follow, I present the findings of this literature review. In the first 
section, I focus on the research on reading policy and implementation, including reading 
teachers’ response to high-stakes testing, standards, and mandated curricula. In the second 
section, I discuss writing in the age of accountability, offering a brief overview of writing policy 
and the current state of writing in schools before focusing specifically on high-stakes writing 
assessments and teachers’ response to them. In the third section, I present the emerging research 
on the CCSS and the CCSS writing standards. Finally, in the fourth section, I examine the 
literature on PD for literacy teachers. In each section, I begin with an outline of the subsections 
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to follow and further detail my selection criteria. I then offer a synthesis of the literature, 
concluding with implications for future research and the design of my study. Figure 3 is a 
graphic representation of this literature review. 
 Reading policy and implementation. Research on implementation of school reform has 
mapped out the means by which teachers make sense of multiple and often conflicting messages 
from policymakers, district officials, administrators, and colleagues. Historically, scholars of 
educational change have characterized implementation as an autonomous process driven by 
teachers’ impulses to conserve and preserve prior knowledge, emphasizing how schools structure 
teacher isolationism (Flinders, 1988; Waller, 1932) and how teachers’ desire for autonomy may 
subvert school efforts at collaboration (e.g. Little, 1990). This research stresses the idiosyncratic 
nature of implementation as governed by teachers’ content expertise and individual beliefs (e.g. 
Cohen, 1990). Many of these studies have treated policy as a stimulus and placed a premium on 
fidelity, exploring how closely teachers’ implementation has adhered to scripted curricula. 
Foregrounding a technical view of policymaking as top down and one-directional (Park & 
Datnow, 2009), these accounts found implementation failure to reflect a lack of capacity on the 
part of implementing agents to work in ways consistent with policy. 
Other research, however, has suggested that lack of fidelity to policy is an inevitable and 
even desirable outcome of the reform process. Treating reform as a two-way exchange shaped by 
local context and culture, this work conceptualizes policymaking as a process of continued 
adjustment and negotiation. For example, building from the groundbreaking Rand Change Agent 
study, a national study of public schools’ responses to various federal programs carried out by 
the Rand Corporation from 1973 to 1978, McLaughlin (2013) described successful policy 
implementation as a process of mutual adaptation, a three-way interaction between the users, 
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specific project goals, and institutional settings. She argued that adaptation, rather than 
standardization, is a more useful objective if policymakers wish to sustain education reforms 
locally. Similarly, Gitlin and Margonis’ (1995) widely-cited study characterized teacher 
resistance to reform as “good sense,” a rational response to intensified working conditions, 
foregrounding professional autonomy as a necessary consideration for educational change. 
More recently, sense-making and co-construction perspectives on policymaking have 
emerged to explain the complex ways that local context interacts with individual cognition to 
shape implementation (Datnow & Park, 2009). As described in my theoretical framework, this 
literature recognizes the fundamental paradoxes that “implementers are simultaneously the object 
of reform and the agents of change” (p. 351) and that policymaking is both individual and social. 
It describes policy formation and implementation as part of a multi-directional, multi-layered 
process, and in the case of co-construction, calls attention to how implementation is influenced 
by larger social and political dynamics outside of the policy system. 
The breadth of implementation research and diversity of its encompassing perspectives 
made it impossible to review in full. Therefore, I focused only on research conducted in the U.S. 
after 2001, with the assumption that NCLB brought about major shifts in the policy landscape 
that are still at play today. I recognize that this choice privileged sense-making and co-
construction perspectives that have been embraced by researchers in recent years, which was 
appropriate given my theoretical lenses. To foreground the literacy dimensions of the research, I 
focused only on studies that explored reading policy, since implementation of reading policy has 
been widely documented. As Coburn, Pearson, and Woulfin (2011) discuss, high-profile policy 
initiatives like the Reading Excellence Act (1998, P.L. 105-277) and the Reading First provision 
of NCLB (2002, Title 1, Part B, Subpart 1) placed reading at the center of school reform. 
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Spurred by chronically low reading scores on the National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP) leading to widespread perception of a crisis in reading instruction, this legislation 
attempted to improve reading outcomes through scientifically-based education research. In 
contrast, as I discuss in the second section of this literature review, there have been no large-
scale, federal efforts to enact change in writing instruction prior to the adoption of the CCSS in 
2009. Thus, there is minimal research illuminating how teachers have implemented writing 
policy. The literature that does exist on writing policy is discussed in the second section of my 
review. However, the “extensive, layered, and serious” (Coburn et al., 2011, p. 53) nature of 
research on reading policy also made it generative to explore. The following sections detail 
research on implementation of key aspects of reading reform, including high-stakes reading 
assessment, reading standards, and mandated reading curricula. It was my assumption that the 
implementation trends and considerations highlighted in this literature would offer insight into 
teacher response to writing policy, which is as of yet uncharted territory. 
High-stakes reading assessment. The substantial literature on reading policy 
implementation has used large-scale surveys as well as ethnographic methods to reveal teachers’ 
negative attitudes towards standardized reading assessments. The literature suggests that teacher 
response is mediated by the nature of the test and the extent to which it aligns with teachers’ 
values. Parke, Lane, and Stone’s (2006) research on the Maryland School Performance 
Assessment Program, for example, found that the degree to which the test impacted reading 
instruction correlated with teachers’ stated support of the test’s goals. However, standardized 
testing has been established as a strong curricular determinant regardless of teachers’ views 
(Powers, Zippay, & Butler, 2006). This appears especially true in high-poverty schools under 
major accountability pressures, where basic skills tests may reinforce low-level reading 
  44 
 
instruction for minority students (Diamond, 2007). For instance, Palmer and Rangel’s (2011) 
cross-case analysis of six Texas elementary schools determined that teacher decision-making in 
bilingual classrooms was heavily influenced by the state test, despite teachers’ stated beliefs that 
decontextualized reading instruction would disadvantage students in both languages. Their study 
relies on sense-making theory, which they argue supplies “the missing link” in understanding the 
processes by which teachers turn policy into practice (p. 618). Although the 16 participating 
teachers did not represent a random sample, this study clearly captures how, rather than being 
mindless “soldiers of curriculum” (p. 364), teachers must make difficult choices about their 
instruction when faced with high-stakes reform. Collectively, the literature also reveals the irony 
that high-stakes tests can undercut the rigor of the standards they are aligned with. 
Other research confirms that, despite teacher criticism, high-stakes reading tests are in 
fact impacting instruction. Multiple studies have documented their negative influences, including 
heightened test preparation activities, narrowing of the curriculum, neglect of non-tested 
subjects, and increased attention to students at the margins of test performance (e.g. Diamond & 
Spillane, 2004; Hoffman, Jenkins, & Dunlap, 2009; Wright & Choi, 2006). Booher-Jennings’ 
(2005) widely-cited study of “educational triage” resulting from the Texas Accountability 
System relied on participant observation, document review, interviews with teachers and 
administrators, and school performance data to unpack how reading teachers at one elementary 
school rationalized their distribution of instructional resources. Following a case study design, 
she found that they focused on the “bubble kids” at the edge of proficiency, whose test scores 
could influence the school’s rating, at the expense of other low and high achieving students, due 
to fear of being perceived as ineffective. By defining good teaching through test scores alone and 
making these test scores public, the school created normative pressures which impacted teachers’ 
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instructional decision-making, their professional identities, and their personal relationships. 
There is some evidence that the way teachers restructure their curricula as a result of high-stakes 
reading tests is related to the nature of the assessments. Thus, in cases where assessments have 
focused on critical thinking and collaborative work, teacher practice has moved towards these 
ends. However, it is important to recognize that even these tests encourage teachers to add new 
reform practices on top of existing instruction rather than to fundamentally change their teaching, 
resulting in a curriculum that is potentially more packed and more fragmented. 
Case study methodology also highlights instances when reading teachers’ professional 
selves come in conflict with policy demands instantiated through high-stakes testing. In Dooley 
and Assaf (2009) and Agee (2004), teacher identity is framed as disputed territory in the policy 
system, given accountability measures which force teachers to conform to narrowly-defined 
professional roles. An important purpose of these studies was to capture the human element of 
policy implementation by depicting how teachers’ own values were mediated or stifled by 
standardized testing. In her case study of one novice African American high school teacher, 
Agee (2004) approached conflicting policy discourses from a phenomenological perspective. Her 
participant, Tina, came to the classroom with a strong interest in teaching multicultural literature 
and a clear sense of its importance for challenging students’ cultural perspectives. Tina had great 
success with this approach in her first year of teaching. By the end of her second year, however, 
she was teaching exclusively canonical literature and engaging in direct instruction of basic 
reading skills, due to concerns about her students passing the state test mandated for graduation. 
The study illustrated the struggle between Tina’s desire to be an agent of change for her students 
and her assumption that it was her professional responsibility to prepare her students for the test.  
Dooley and Assaf (2009; see also Assaf, 2006; Dooley, 2005) presented similar struggles 
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through a contrasting case study of two teachers. Though these teachers expressed identical 
views about reading instruction and literacy development, their disparate school contexts 
(suburban and urban) and the ways in which accountability measures were implemented in these 
contexts had significant ramifications for equity of instructional practices and teachers’ sense of 
their own agency. The particularized nature of these studies makes it difficult to generalize 
beyond them. However, in combination they reflect the deleterious impact of standardized 
reading assessment on teachers’ professional identities and highlight the wide gap between the 
ideologies espoused in teacher education and real-life classroom dilemmas. 
Reading standards. Few studies have examined implementation of state reading 
standards (McGill-Franzen, Ward, Goatley & Machado, 2002; Sandholtz, Ogawa, & Scribner, 
2004; Walpole, Justice, & Invernizzi, 2004). Coburn (2004) studied teachers’ responses to policy 
messages about the new California state reading standards. Following a qualitative cross-case 
design, she engaged in in-depth oral history interviews and sustained observation with three 
elementary school teachers to create a trajectory of their changing ideas about reading 
instruction, which she situated in the larger policy environment. From her analysis of teacher 
responses to 223 policy messages, she developed an implementation typology which included 
rejection, symbolic response, parallel programs, assimilation, and accommodation. The vast 
majority of responses – 49% – could be classified as assimilation, or transformation of new 
approaches so that they resembled prior practice. Even teachers who supported the state 
standards viewed them through the lens of their prior practices, resulting in superficial changes 
in classroom materials or organization rather than fundamental shifts in pedagogy. Coburn 
explains that the greater the standards’ semblance to teachers’ prior practices, the more likely 
teachers were to implement them, but the higher the chance this would be done in superficial 
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ways. Thus, familiarity with the standards both constrained and enabled teachers’ responses, 
“bounding the range of comprehensibility and appropriateness” (p. 237) of the instructional 
changes being called for. This is a significant finding for policymakers and school leaders, as it 
implies that the degree to which teachers respond to standards reform in substantive ways 
depends on professional learning opportunities which build understanding of the standards. 
 In a rare study focusing on high school teachers, Montgomery (2012) interrogated the 
question of whether practicing teachers actually incorporate content standards into their planning 
and their practice by examining teacher response to California’s “world class” standards in 
Literary Response and Analysis. Through a series of semi-structured interviews involving 
reflection on literature lessons, he found that “the way in which teachers respond to a particular 
mandate is largely a negotiation between the nature of the mandate and how they view their role 
or purpose in the classroom” (p. 48). His participants saw the standards as limiting the potential 
for student engagement and restricting the integrated teaching of reading and writing. Most 
teachers ignored the standards and continued with their established practices, assuming that, in 
the words of one participant, “If I do a good job, I’m gonna teach the standards anyway” (p. 54). 
This attitude was reinforced by the lax position administrators took towards the standards. 
Importantly, rather than reflecting teachers’ mistrust of educational bureaucracy, Montgomery 
reads this rejection of the standards as an indication of teachers’ thoughtfulness and professional 
commitment. One passage is illustrative: 
After describing a lesson where her students analyzed the setting of a short story, Nicole 
admitted that she could not find any mention of “setting” in the 9th and 10th grade 
standards: “It’s never mentioned. We’re not supposed to talk about setting? Does that 
mean I can’t talk about setting because the word ‘setting’ isn’t mentioned in the 
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standards? Regardless of how it’s articulated in the standards, I feel that it’s a totally 
valid thing that I’m doing and I don’t really care. It serves a bigger purpose.” (p. 55) 
Montgomery acknowledges that his study is limited. The sample size is small and the 
data are not triangulated. However, his study has particular significance in the CCSS era. It raises 
concerns for policymakers and school leaders who consider teachers’ professional judgment to 
be inadequate. It also foregrounds teacher autonomy as a necessary consideration for effective 
reform, suggesting that the standards will bring about minimal changes in instruction unless 
accompanied by professional support to craft coherence with teachers’ larger commitments to 
their subject and their students. This interest in “coherence” (Honig & Hatch, 2004) has also 
figured prominently in systems-level approaches to reading reform, which are discussed next. 
Mandated reading curricula. 
Comprehensive school models for reading reform. Most research on mandated reading 
curricula has been carried out as part of larger studies of whole school literacy reform. With the 
creation of the New American Schools Development Corporation in 1991, Comprehensive 
School Reform (CSR) became the dominant model, aiming to integrate research-based practice 
into a coherent program of teaching and learning strategies. While some CSR programs stressed 
integrated approaches to reading and writing, research on CSR effectiveness has focused 
exclusively on reading. Sykes and Wilson (2016) have identified several key components of the 
CSR model: using research-based curricula, integrating instruction and assessment with other 
aspects of school management, including measurable benchmarks for learning, having a broad 
base of support and distributed leadership, coordinating services, and evaluating implementation 
annually. Meta-analyses have shown mixed results for CSR in terms of reading outcomes 
(Borman, Hewes, Overman, & Brown, 2003), indicating the diverse quality of the models 
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offered to schools and the degree to which implementation was shaped by the local context. 
Popular CSR programs with reading as their focus included Success for All (SFA), 
Accelerated School Project (ASP), America’s Choice, and the Literacy Collaborative, all 
reflecting different theories of change, approaches to reading instruction, degrees of 
prescriptiveness, and views on professional learning (e.g. Bueker, 2005; Correnti & Rowan, 
2007; Harris, 2012; Rowan & Miller, 2007). For example, some programs required a certain 
percentage of teachers to “opt-in” before implementation could begin while others stressed 
school leaders as the drivers of reform; some programs took more integrated, flexible approaches 
to literacy instruction while others presented tightly-paced, scripted curricula of basic reading 
skills. The greatest effects were reported for SFA, with SFA students having a one-half to three-
quarters year learning advantage in reading over their peers (Borman et al., 2007). The SFA 
model was also the most prescriptive. By comparison, no significant differences were found 
between the instruction of teachers using ASP, the least-structured, most writing-focused 
program, and instruction in other schools (Correnti & Rowan, 2007). This led Rowan and Miller 
(2007) to posit that instructional guidance and standardization moved instructional practices 
closer to reformers’ visions without undermining teachers’ motivation. They suggested that 
clearly-specified, “programmed” approaches were more desired by teachers and more effective.  
However, as Cohen et al. (2014) have indicated, all CSR programs “shared a common 
vulnerability to superficial implementation” (p. 89). Political turbulence and growing resistance 
to rote instruction led many schools to abandon CSR early, before teachers could move past the 
scripted phases of development, making it difficult to gauge the true impact on student learning. 
Since the primary focus of CSR was individual schools, the research also neglects to address 
how district level issues enabled or constrained implementation. A central unresolved dilemma 
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that may have led to the failure of CSR was whether reform should be driven by an organization 
outside of the environment of schools or work with and within school environments. The 
challenges faced in scaling up these programs reflect the complexity of sustaining 
comprehensive reform efforts and the need for flexible, locally-responsive models. Reviewing 
the literature on CSR led Sykes and Wilson (2016) to uphold adaptive expertise as a necessary 
feature if school reform efforts are to have longevity. That is, reform models must include 
strategies to support teacher learning aimed towards locally-responsive instruction. However, a 
look across the models reveals that CSR PD was often shortchanged or truncated; lack of support 
for teachers is a common finding in the CSR literature. As a cautionary tale, the CSR story 
reveals that deep instructional change requires attention to school culture alongside technical 
guidance about instruction and a long-term, sustained commitment to implementation. 
Teacher response to mandated reading curricula. Case study research has detailed 
teachers’ response to specific reading programs included as part of CSR initiatives – most 
comprehensively, SFA (e.g. Correnti & Rowan, 2007; Rowan & Miller, 2007) – and other 
mandated reading curricula such as Open Court (Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006) and Reading 
Mastery (Shelton, 2010). Unsurprisingly, less scripted programs lend themselves to higher 
variability in implementation. The research suggests that teachers make different meaning from 
curriculum based on the constraints of local context and how the program fits with their 
professional values, knowledge, and school culture. In a comparative case study, Penuel, Riel, 
Krause, and Frank (2009) employed social network analysis to explore how expertise was 
exchanged through teacher interaction within larger school structures. They found that faculty at 
two elementary schools responded differently to adoption of the Open Court curriculum based on 
the strength and cohesiveness of their professional networks, which shaped how they accessed 
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resources. In this study and elsewhere in the literature, teachers are shown combining mandated 
reading curricula with their prior instructional practices to create hybrid approaches. 
Datnow and Castellano (2001) arrived at similar findings. In their case study of SFA 
implementation at two elementary schools, using semi-structured interviews and extensive 
observation of English and Spanish bilingual classrooms, they found that teachers’ stated beliefs 
about SFA did not predict the degree of fidelity with which they implemented it. In spite of 
required buy-in, vigilant monitoring, and strong support from school leaders and SFA 
facilitators, almost all teachers made moderate or substantial adaptations to the program based on 
the needs of their students and the extent to which the program’s ideology fit with their own 
perspectives on teaching and learning. Teachers continued to support the program in spite of 
concerns about how it constrained their and their students’ autonomy because they saw 
improvement in students’ reading skills. This study illustrates the extent to which teacher buy-in 
and reform success are mutually dependent. A central paradox of implementation is that teachers 
may not buy into a reform program until it yields measurable results; and yet, the efficacy of 
reform often hinges on teachers’ commitment from day one. The study also demonstrates a 
common limitation in research on scripted reading programs: that it is difficult to determine 
whether gains in student performance are attributable to the specific program or the increased 
emphasis on reading instruction more broadly. Nonetheless, this small-scale study offers a 
detailed picture of the multiple factors influencing implementation of mandated curricula. 
Other research describes teachers’ active rejection of scripted reading programs. In their 
widely-cited comparative case study of two novice fifth-grade teachers, Achinstein and Ogawa 
(2006) depicted how these teachers refused to use the Open Court curriculum on the grounds that 
it conflicted with their firmly-rooted beliefs about student-centered literacy instruction and their 
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emergent professional identities. This study highlights the nature of “principled resistance,” 
which runs counter to popular notions of teacher resistance as a psychological deficit. Resistance 
to mandated curricula may be influenced by the degree of alignment between the curricula and 
other reform initiatives influencing implementation, as lack of alignment may legitimize 
infidelity to policy and encourage teachers to pick and choose which policy messages they attend 
to. The experienced third-grade teacher in Kersten’s (2006) three-year ethnographic study, for 
example, faced with a district curriculum guide that was not aligned with Reading First 
mandates, opted to be responsive to policies most consistent with her prior practice.  
As a whole, the research on implementation of mandated reading curricula suggests a 
spectrum from useful adaptation to outright rejection, with very little evidence of teachers 
carefully following the scripts. Programmatic alteration appears as the rule rather than the 
exception. The only example of a highly-specified reading program being implemented with 
fidelity comes from two of the four novice teachers in Valencia, Place, Martin, and Grossman’s 
(2006) three-year study. Through interviews and observations, they found that these teachers 
were more procedural in their orientations and showed less instructional growth than their 
colleagues not using scripted reading programs. In contrast, Sloan’s (2006) work with three 
veteran teachers suggests that mandated curricula constrain the practices of teachers with strong 
content knowledge, while it improves the quality of instruction for teachers with weak content 
knowledge. Despite these conflicting findings, both studies reflect how curriculum interacts in 
diverse ways with teachers’ knowledge of reading and their classroom experiences. They 
indicate that teachers with strong content knowledge, access to resources, and support for 
decision making are best able to adapt instruction to their students’ needs. 
It should also be noted that the findings of variation and resistance in these qualitative 
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studies run counter to program evaluations of the Reading First initiative which spurred their 
adoption. These evaluations drew on large-scale survey data to report strong implementation 
fidelity across the board. For example, Haager, Dhar, Moulton, and McMillan (2006) found that 
98% of Reading First schools in California had “adequate” implementation during the fourth 
year of the initiative. Coburn et al. (2011) speculate that this disconnect may be due to 
evaluators’ overreliance on self-report measures rather than classroom observations. They posit 
that “the [qualitative studies] may be surfacing aspects of instruction that are hidden from view 
with more general measures of instruction and reveal variation between teachers that is washed 
out by aggregation to the school or state level” (p. 573). McKenna and Walpole (2010) echo this 
sentiment in their evaluation of Reading First evaluations. They argue that future evaluations 
should account for fidelity more systematically; include outcome measures that better gauge 
school climate; incorporate multiple, formative designs; and account for implementation length. 
Such fine-grained observational study could address the cultural issues that doomed CSR and 
inform professional learning opportunities to support teachers’ adaptive expertise. The 
conflicting reports of Reading First also reify the disconnect between policymakers’ agendas and 
the realities of practice. Despite the fact that scripted reading programs stress decontextualized 
reading skills, undercut teacher professionalism, and fail to account for how school culture can 
mediate instructional change, the stubborn persistence of these programs reflects the extent to 
which large-scale evaluations have won the day in reform circles, taken up by policymakers as 
evidence that “teacher proof” curricula are viable tools for improving instruction. 
School leaders and reading policy. Research has also stressed the critical role school 
leaders play as gatekeepers of reading reform. Coburn’s qualitative work on teacher response to 
reading policy at two California Schools (2005) explored the mechanisms by which school 
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leaders shaped the change process. Her research depicts school leaders themselves as sense-
makers who work to buffer or intensify certain policy messages in the school environment and 
structure opportunities for teachers to make sense of policy, often in ways that are consistent 
with their views of teaching and learning. Other literature employing sense-making frameworks 
– for example, Patterson, Eubank, Rathbun, and Noble’s (2010) study of a district-initiated 
adolescent intervention literacy course in two urban schools, which built on Wieck’s (1995) 
work on organizational sense-making – has pointed to the dissonance that can occur when 
administrators and teachers construct multiple, conflicting meanings of reform initiatives. Their 
study suggests that teachers’ professional identities (in this case, their identifications as ELA 
teachers) can run in tension with normative pressures and expectations from school leaders. 
Studies utilizing heavily quantitative approaches have confirmed the importance of school 
leaders in policy implementation. For example, Berebitsky, Goddard, and Carlisle’s (2014) 
survey of 1,738 teachers at 165 Reading First schools found that principal support for change 
significantly predicted the degree of regular collaboration and communication around reading 
instruction. Spillane and Kim’s (2012) analysis of the instructional information networks at 30 
elementary schools determined that school leaders played a prominent role in how schools 
organized for ELA instruction, brokering staff relations in subgroups and acting as 
organizational representatives. School leaders’ central positioning and distribution across 
subgroups was positively associated with standards alignment and trust at the school. 
However, Spillane and Kim’s (2012) work also found that the principal’s brokering role 
was less prominent than that of other school leaders, specifically part-time leaders who were 
more likely to belong to their school’s instructional information networks and were more 
enmeshed in classroom instruction. Margolis’s (2008) mixed methods study also suggests that 
  55 
 
teacher leaders’ positioning can ensure the success of reform initiatives, a crucial dimension that 
has been unexplored in the literature. Drawing from the research on distributed leadership, he 
examined a group of 40 teachers trained to lead staff development to advance content-area 
literacy pedagogy at their schools. He used ethnographic observations triangulated with surveys 
to focus on interactional patterns in conversations of small group teacher teams. He found that 
teacher leaders were uniquely positioned to help their colleagues address day-to-day 
implementation challenges and to enact meaningful professional learning experiences. Because 
their colleagues trusted them and wanted them to succeed, they were able to facilitate buy-in and 
promote collegial relations which positively impacted their own self-efficacy as leaders. This 
study does not discuss specific literacy pedagogy or elaborate on how these professional learning 
experiences were shaped by participating teachers’ disciplinary orientations. However, it 
indicates the need to further explore teacher leaders as key mediators of policymaking. While 
there are various personal and professional motivations for assuming leadership roles, in their 
positioning at the peripheries of multiple learning communities, through their “street credibility” 
earned in the classroom, teacher leaders have significant capacity to impact instructional change. 
Implications. While the literature I reviewed in this section focused entirely on reading 
reform, there are major implications for the study of teacher response to writing policy. As a 
whole, this implementation research reflects the situated nature of policymaking and the degree 
to which implementation is shaped locally. Adaptation of policy emerges as the rule rather than 
the exception, no matter how prescriptive the policy mandate or how closely monitored. This is 
most apparent in Datnow and Castellano’s (2001) study of SFA, which found widespread 
variability in implementation regardless of teachers’ views of the program. These findings are 
especially striking when one considers that SFA was the most prescriptive of the CSR programs 
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and was heavily regulated and professionally supported. Indeed, the research indicates that the 
success of policy depends not on the accountability structures associated with it but its flexibility 
and its openness to local adaptation, even in the case of large-scale reform models. The ill-fated 
SFA serves here as a cautionary tale. This issue of reform scalability – how centralized reform 
agendas are negotiated at the local level – is salient in the era of the CCSS, as states, districts, 
and schools with different accountability structures implement these universal standards. 
The studies suggest that sense-making frameworks can reveal the complexities of 
implementation as a synergy of personal, social, and normative influences. All three dimensions 
of Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework were evident in the research findings. For example, many 
studies foregrounded how individual factors like teachers’ pre-existing content knowledge and 
beliefs about reading instruction – along with their familiarity with the specific policy and its 
resemblance to prior policy – influenced teachers’ implementation, shaping what features they 
noticed about the policy, how they made sense of the rationale behind the policy, and the extent 
to which it brought about changes in practice. Teachers’ personal identities as learners and 
professional identities as teachers also surfaced as important individual factors.  
Additionally, the studies emphasized the situational factors mediating teachers’ sense-
making. Here, formal and informal interactions with colleagues – particularly close departmental 
peers – appeared to have a strong influence on teachers’ decision-making. Colleagues enabled or 
constrained access to certain policy messages and resources and exerted normative pressures 
around how and to what extent new reforms might be taken up. School leaders also played an 
important gatekeeping role, exposing teachers to some aspects of policy and not others and 
enacting accountability measures which sometimes proved to be stronger determinants in 
teachers’ sense-making than individual factors like beliefs and values. Finally, though the studies 
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treated the representational dimension of Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework peripherally, there is 
evidence that the nature of the policy messages themselves shaped teachers’ sense-making 
(Coburn, 2004). In particular, more vague policy representations led to wider variation in 
implementation. Teachers were also more likely to embrace reforms that fit with their own 
ideologies about teaching and learning and which resembled their established practice and 
concurrent or proximal reforms. Indeed, I found the question of how multiple initiatives 
simultaneously influence teachers’ sense-making in need of further exploration. 
There were also several methodological gaps highlighted in the research that my study 
attempted to address. The bulk of the literature focused on elementary teachers. Consequently, 
most studies investigated teachers’ responses to specific programs targeting basic literacy skills. 
This generalist view is not conductive to understanding how teachers can support adolescents in 
developing high-level disciplinary literacy skills or how content-area teachers grapple with new 
responsibilities for literacy instruction. Reflecting the policy context of NCLB, attention was 
given largely to state or federal initiatives rather than school level reform efforts. With the recent 
passing of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA; 2015) and its reconfiguration of 
accountability to the state and district level (Camera, 2015), there is a pressing need to 
understand how reform functions locally, focusing on school and district level initiatives. As 
indicated by the disconnect between large-scale Reading First evaluations and qualitative studies 
of mandated reading curricula, there is also cause to open up the “black box” (Correnti & 
Rowan, 2007) of schooling and look more closely at instruction. Even in the few studies relying 
on classroom observation instead of participant self-report, minimal descriptive data about 
particular instructional practices made it difficult to account for program-to-program differences 
in implementation or to see how the same policies manifested differently in different classrooms. 
  58 
 
Finally, there is a need for longitudinal work to establish how different contextual factors 
influence teachers’ responses to policy over time. Instructional change is not a terminal process 
that can be captured by one-shot interviews or surveys. If researchers wish to exploit the full 
potential of sense-making frameworks, treating implementation as a gradual transformation of 
practice through an ongoing negotiation of meaning by which teachers respond to each other and 
their changing environment, this necessitates taking a long view of school reform. 
Teaching writing in the age of accountability. At the heart of my study was an interest 
in how teachers’ writing practice takes shape within the current policy environment. Therefore, 
this section of the literature review considers writing reform in the U.S., which continues to be 
understudied. The limited scope of this research necessitated different selection criteria than 
were used in other parts of my review. For example, in addition to reports and peer-reviewed 
journal articles, I also included frequently-referenced books and book chapters. Tracing the 
historical trajectory of writing policy called for inclusion of literature as far back as the 
publication of A Nation at Risk (NAR; National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983), 
which I took as the beginning of the modern standards reform movement. Because of the nature 
of my research, I chose to foreground studies illuminating the sociocultural dimensions of 
writing. I also focused on literature offering insight into teachers’ perspectives on writing reform, 
rather than the impact of this reform on student learning. Next, I offer a brief overview of writing 
policy in the era of standards reform and how this policy has impacted writing instruction and 
adolescents’ writing performance. Then, since it is impossible to discuss efforts to reform writing 
in public schools without considering the tests that drive these efforts, I explore in detail high-
stakes writing assessments and the impact of these assessments on writing instruction. 
 Writing and standards reform. Since the publication of NAR in the 1980s, reform efforts 
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in the U.S. at the state and federal level have focused on improving education through 
standardization. Following a statement of six broad educational goals to be reached by 2000 
(National Educational Goals Panel, 1991), each state, with the support of federal funds, began 
drafting content and performance standards in different subject areas which put forth ambitious 
visions for teaching and learning. This effort was accompanied by a national system of 
assessment. The logic of standards reform assumed that the standards, along with accountability 
systems to monitor progress and hold states and districts responsible for students’ meeting them, 
would drive instructional change and improve educational outcomes at a national level. 
 As detailed in the previous section, efforts to improve students’ literacy have been at the 
center of the standards reform movement (Coburn et al., 2011). However, policy has treated 
writing as separate from and less important than reading. The Reading First provision of NCLB 
prioritized improving early reading as a foundational skill. This legislation, stressing cognitively-
oriented, scientifically-based reading instruction, stymied the creation of a policy agenda that 
could attend to the social complexities of the writing process. Its developmental focus also 
diverted attention and resources away from adolescents. High school writing instruction was 
effectively pushed outside of NCLB accountability structures. 
 In 2002, motivated by concern within both the education and business communities, the 
College Board convened the National Commission on Writing in America’s Families, Schools, 
and Colleges (NCW). Aided by an advisory panel of academic experts, they pointed to the ways 
writing had been shortchanged in policymaking and in the classroom. In their report, The 
Neglected “R”: The Need for a Writing Revolution (2003), they summoned the support of 
education, government, business, and philanthropic leaders to implement a five-year writing 
challenge. They situated writing as the key to students’ economic and personal success, stating 
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that “American education will never realize its potential as an engine of opportunity and 
economic growth until a writing revolution puts language and communication in their proper 
place in the classroom” (p. 10). Their proposed national writing agenda called for writing to be 
assigned across the curriculum and for the amount of time students spent on writing to be 
doubled. It also recommended additional preparation for writing teachers and the development of 
technology to support the teaching and assessing of writing. 
 This attempt to focus national attention on writing spurred a research initiative to 
examine the importance of writing in the world of work, a public awareness campaign, and an 
outreach effort to writing educators. Surveys of human resources and personnel officials in large 
corporations and state government were summarized in two reports, which concluded that 
writing was a “threshold skill” for hiring and promotion among major corporations (NCW, 2004) 
and that a high percentage of professional employees failed to meet state writing expectations 
(NCW, 2005). Other reports focused on writing, teens, and technology (NCW, 2008) and writing 
across cultures (NCW, 2009). While these reports were a needed step in beginning the national 
conversation about writing, the emphasis on writing for the job market reflects a narrow view of 
the value of writing that still lingers in today’s policy environment.  
 Following their initial report, the National Commission on Writing also organized a 
series of hearings for scholars and educators to respond to the report’s recommendations and the 
implementation challenges of a national writing agenda. The Writing and School Reform report 
(NCW, 2006) summarized discussions at the hearings, which focused on how to: 1) make writing 
central to the school reform agenda; 2) ensure that school curriculum provided the necessary 
time for students to write to learn and learn to write; 3) advance fair and authentic writing 
assessment; 4) guarantee students opportunities to write with current technologies; and 5) 
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provide comprehensive PD for all teachers (p. 6). One outcome of the hearings was a widespread 
rejection of standards-based writing reform by teachers. Teachers were emphatic that 
standardization devalued the teaching profession and that prescriptive writing curricula would 
not create the independent thinkers and writers that the original report had called for. According 
to one teacher, “Reform should value what teachers know, not impose scripted solutions on 
them. Reform should reflect the complexity of the challenge, instead of pretending the answers 
are simple” (p. 13). That teachers echo the same concerns today indicates the continued neglect 
of teacher voices in standards-based reform. Other major issues included lack of attention to 
English Language Learners (ELLs), overlooking of multidisciplinary writing projects, and 
superficial integration of technology in the teaching of writing. The report called for teachers to 
issue a joint statement about effective writing instruction across the curriculum and to bring 
community partners to the table if they hoped make writing central to the larger reform agenda. 
 Despite the attention to practitioners’ perspectives and the immediacy with which the 
reports framed the need for writing reform, little action came out of the National Commission on 
Writing’s work. Some private organizations attended to the report’s recommendations. The 
Carnegie Corporation, for example, sponsored several research projects focused on adolescent 
writers, highlighting effective practices for teaching writing (Graham & Perin, 2007c), the 
importance of writing about classroom content and text (Graham & Hebert, 2010), and the value 
of classroom-based, formative writing assessment (Graham, Harris, & Hebert, 2011). The 
underlying cognitive perspectives in these reports on “what works” in teaching writing reflect the 
influence of policy privileging scientific-based literacy instruction. This contrasts with responses 
from many professional organizations adopting sociocultural agendas. For example, as discussed 
at length in the final section of this review, the National Writing Project has heeded the report’s 
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call for increased writing teacher preparation through inquiry-based PD. Teacher-run 
organizations like the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), which was a key player 
in the hearings, have also issued position statements and policy briefs on writing. These have 
emphasized disciplinary literacies (2011) along with the changing skills and dispositions for 
writing in a digital world (2008) and required shifts in professional knowledge, stressing 
authentic purposes for writing, multimodal composing, and the complex power relationships 
surrounding writing processes (2016). However, until recently, there has been no federal policy 
explicitly addressing writing and writing instruction in public schools. Indeed, Graham, Early, 
and Wilcox (2014) have argued that the CCSS are the first attempt to actualize the 
recommendations from the initial report of the National Commission on Writing. I take up the 
challenges of writing in the CCSS era more directly in section three of this review. 
 Current trends in writing instruction and student outcomes. Given the lack of attention 
to writing by policymakers, it is unsurprising that the state of writing instruction in secondary 
schools appears to have remained stagnant since NAR. Composition models stressing grammar as 
the essential element in learning to write continue to hold sway, driven by textbooks focused on 
mechanics (Hillocks, 2008). Since Applebee’s (1981) first systematic look at writing instruction 
in middle and high schools, there have been only marginal increases in the amount of time 
devoted to writing instruction, the frequency with which students are assigned writing, the length 
of writing assignments, and attention to writing across the curriculum, while major achievement 
gaps still exist for Black and Latinx students (Applebee & Langer 2009, 2011). A survey of 361 
high school teachers (Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawken, 2009) found that, across content areas, the 
writing activities they assigned most frequently were short and involved little analysis or 
interpretation. And according to Applebee and Langer’s survey of 1,520 teachers in five states, 
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despite a slight increase in time devoted to revision and process-oriented writing instruction, 
short open response prompts and timed writing exercises still dominated, with a heavy emphasis 
on writing models and frequent use of holistic writing rubrics that have not kept pace with the 
spread of technology and its influence on writing practices (2011). Applebee and Langer (2009) 
found these trends most apparent in 8th grade, where 55% of teachers practiced with on-demand 
writing tasks, which they attributed to the pressures of high-stakes testing at this grade level 
(Applebee & Langer, 2011). They warned that the increasing prevalence of high-stakes tests 
“shifts attention away from a broad program of writing towards a much narrower focus on how 
best to answer particular types of test questions” (p. 3). Collectively, these surveys suggest that 
high-stakes exams continue to impact writing curricula and instruction.  
 As of yet, there is little large-scale data on how the CCSS has influenced writing 
instruction and students’ writing. However, early results are not promising. Gillespie et al.’s 
(2014) survey of high school teachers’ use of writing to support student learning found that many 
common writing activities involved little or no analysis, interpretation, or personalization. 
Moreover, teachers did not stress the use of digital tools, report writing, or written 
argumentation. Graham et al.’s (2014) survey of 114 middle school teachers indicated that 
persuasive essays and research reports were rarely assigned. This research suggests that the 
standards have had a minimal impact on teachers’ writing pedagogy and that evidence-based 
writing is still not being emphasized in most classrooms. Student performance data have 
supported such concerns. The most recent scores from the NAEP writing assessment indicated 
that 70% of eighth and twelfth graders were performing at or below the basic level, a decrease 
from 2007. Achievement gaps existed for male, Latinx, and Black students (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2011). While this poor performance may be attributable to new 
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computerized assessments, such emerging findings should give pause to writing teachers and 
others invested in improving writing in public schools. 
 High-stakes writing assessment. While marked increase in standardized testing across 
subject areas is a visible outcome of the modern standards reform movement, writing remains a 
persistently difficult domain to assess. Standardization of writing assessment, often in the form 
of on-demand writing prompts, facilitates academic ranking and promotes scoring reliability. 
However, as Mabry (2001) has suggested, this may come at the expense of validity, since 
consistency among scorers is most easily achievable through simple writing rubrics. Pre-
specified scoring criteria work against the creativity and complexity of good writing and 
undercut scorers’ ability to attend to the unique characteristics of students’ compositions. 
Through accountability structures which require compliance to their use, high-stakes writing 
assessments thus encourage the narrowing of the writing curriculum, contributing to the 
deprofessionalization of writing teachers and the deskilling of students. To expand on this 
argument, I explore the major trends and outcomes in high-stakes writing assessment in the next 
section of this review, including how they are designed, how they have been critiqued in the 
literature, and how they have influenced classroom practice. 
 Major trends in standardized writing assessments. Attempts to standardize writing 
assessment in the U.S. predate the modern standards reform movement by almost 30 years. 
Yancey (1999) identified three waves of writing assessment. The first wave, from 1950 to 1970, 
was characterized by multiple-choice writing tests. The second wave, from 1970 through NAR 
popularized holistic scoring approaches to on-demand essays. The third wave, from 1986 until 
2000, saw the emergence of alternative assessments, like writing portfolios, though essay tests 
combined with multiple-choice questions still dominated state assessment. In the 21st century, 
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concerns with reliability led to the decline of portfolio assessments as NCLB mandates 
contributed to the resurgence of on-demand essays. Behizadeh and Pang (2016) have also 
described the current wave of CCSS-aligned writing assessment, which stresses text-dependent 
essays written over extended periods and computer-based composing. Such assessments are 
intended to reflect the increased rigor of the standards and to address the situated nature of 
writing practices. However, the reality of writing tasks performed individually in controlled 
classroom settings and scored out of state casts doubt on just how much CCSS-aligned 
assessments can be considered an improvement from the legacy of on-demand essays. In truth, 
“next generation” CCSS assessments may be something of a misnomer. 
 Behizadeh and Pang (2016) have proposed a spectrum for conceptualizing writing 
assessment. At one end of the spectrum are psychometric approaches to assessment, which 
assume that learning can be observed as changes in an individuals’ writing performance over 
time. On the other end of the spectrum are sociocultural approaches to assessment, aligned with 
sociocultural writing theory, which perceive learning in the changing relationships between the 
writer, other participants, and the material and symbolic tools the writer uses. Local control of 
writing assessment is central to sociocultural approaches; that is, these assessments rely on 
scoring processes utilizing teachers’ rich contextualized knowledge of their students’ skills and 
needs. They also distinguish between indirect measures, which “test something assumed to be 
related to the behavior, but not the behavior itself” and direct measures, which “sample the 
behavior that we seek to examine, in this case a text that the student composes” (p. 486). It 
stands to reason that the closer the assessment is to the behavior it is measuring, the better it is 
for informing teaching and learning. Hence, on-demand writing prompts have become the norm 
in standardized writing assessment, with the presumption that asking student to write an essay 
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independently is a direct assessment task. However, the tenets of sociocultural writing theory 
suggest that, administered in isolation and separated from their social and cultural contexts, these 
prompts bear little resemblance to authentic writing tasks. 
 Critiques of state writing assessments. The ramifications of high-stakes writing 
assessment for teaching and learning have been well documented. More than 10 years ago, The 
Testing Trap, Hillocks’s (2002; see also Hillocks, 2003) comprehensive review of state writing 
assessments, detailed the pernicious effects of test-based writing on writing curricula, writing 
instruction, and students’ writing. In Illinois, Kentucky, New York, Oregon, and Texas, Hillocks 
analyzed the writing theories cited by test designers, associated writing standards, writing 
prompts and rubrics, scoring procedures, and benchmark papers. He also interviewed 60 teachers 
and 20 administrators from elementary, middle, and high schools in each state. His central thesis 
is that good writing entails good thinking, which derives from good teaching. He suggests that 
instead of good teaching, policymakers have focused on developing complex testing and 
accountability structures, which undermine the standards they are intended to support. While 
Hillocks’s work is not the most recent, or the most innovative, his book illustrates salient trends 
across the literature, making it worth reviewing in full. 
 Hillocks’s analysis reveals how state tests oversimplified complex writing practices to 
make writing easier to evaluate and the low level of writing proficiency required to pass the tests. 
Persuasive, explanatory, and narrative genres were presumed to represent all writing domains, 
and in some cases, there was no clear difference in how test makers conceived these genres, as 
the tests conflated purpose with form rather than rhetorical mode. While many rubrics 
highlighted “organization” and “elaboration” as important assessment criteria, they failed to 
measure idea development or the relevance of evidence used in supporting claims. Scoring 
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metrics also valued the number of supports for a claim, rather than the quality of these supports. 
In a particularly distressing chapter, Hillocks described the assembly-line scoring for Illinois’ 
writing tests, which were marked by an out-of-state commercial firm employing graduate 
students working in the basement of a shopping mall. The scorers had to maintain reliability to 
keep their jobs, and were expected to review sixty essays per hour, encouraging superficial 
evaluation of student writing. Hillocks also argues that the unrealistic tasks students are 
presented with lead them to write quickly on random topics without supporting information. He 
sees this trend reflected in teacher-centered writing instruction attending exclusively to the 5-
paragraph essay. He holds that “these practices “engender vacuous writing,” setting low 
standards and eliminating the need for critical thought…teaching students that any reasons they 
propose in support of a proposition need not be examined for consistency, evidentiary force, or 
even relevance” (p. 136). He also observes that materials marketed to help teachers drill students 
on test-based writing models are especially prevalent at high-poverty schools, suggesting that it 
is these children who are most vulnerable to the narrowing of the writing curriculum. 
 Hillocks’s study is not without limitations. Constraints of time and money prevented the 
triangulation of findings through classroom observation; thus, Hillocks relies on participant self-
reporting. Lack of detail about the protocol for selecting participating schools and educators casts 
doubts on whether these findings are representative. Additionally, it is difficult for Hillocks to 
make generalizations about writing assessment across states since they varied widely in their 
length, the genres they emphasized, the associated accountability structures, and who was doing 
the scoring. Indeed, not all the states’ writing assessments were meritless. Kentucky’s writing 
portfolio, for example, provided students time to develop writing pieces throughout the year, 
encouraged a diverse range of writing tasks across the curriculum, and was scored locally by 
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teachers. Smaller class sizes and funding for PD supported teachers in thoughtful, sustained 
writing instruction informed by the portfolios. But Kentucky stands as the exception rather than 
the rule. As a whole, the book cautions against using the well-designed test to justify letting state 
tests drive learning, when they promote neither good writing nor good writing instruction. 
 While few studies have examined state writing assessments since Hillocks, the evidence 
suggests that little has changed. There is still reason to question the scoring practices, theories of 
writing, and constructs of writing proficiency underlying state exams. Employing task and genre 
analysis, Beck and Jeffery (2007) studied the genre demands of writing assessments in 
California, Texas, and New York, and discovered a lack of alignment between the genres of 
exemplary benchmark papers and the genre demands of the writing prompts. Jeffery’s (2009) 
analysis of prompts and rubrics of writing assessments in 41 states confirmed that on-demand 
writing tasks, which were required in every state, often failed to represent the genre demands of 
discipline-specific discourse. Also using task analysis, Olinghouse, Santangelo, and Wilson 
(2012) found similar trends in on-demand writing assessments across 44 states, which bore little 
resemblance to authentic writing tasks. They described the prompts as “single occasion (students 
compose one sample in one sitting), single genre (students compose text in only one genre), and 
holistically scored (students are assigned a single score that represents multiple aspects of 
writing ability)” (p. 57). They point out that even when assessments appear to be about the ideas 
in a text, as when students are asked to respond to a passage, the prompt may still veer wide of 
the textual content. It is not until recently, with CCSS-aligned PARCC and SBAC, that the 
writing task has shifted from a timed prompt drawing heavily on students’ experience and 
opinion to a text-based response composed over multiple sessions (Behizadeh & Pang, 2016). 
 Critiques of national writing assessments. Many of the same trends are apparent in 
  69 
 
research on national writing assessments. Hillocks (2006) has set out a similar critique of the 
NAEP writing tests. While not aligned with any standards, the NAEP assesses narrative, 
informational, and persuasive writing with a six-point holistic rubric like many of the state 
assessments Hillocks described. Hillocks argues that performance on the NAEP is constrained by 
the short writing period and the unfamiliarity of topics students are required to write about. 
Echoing his criticisms of state assessments, he suggests that NAEP scoring criteria is not 
rigorous, and that a rating of “proficient” does not reflect a high level of writing skill. For 
example, while eighth graders are expected to take a position and support that position with 
reasons in persuasive writing, the reasons need not be pertinent or well-developed. Research also 
points to the cultural bias in the NAEP. The NAEP writing framework defines writing as a 
“complex, multifaceted, and purposeful act of communication that is accomplished in a variety 
of environments, under various constraints of time, and with a variety of language resources and 
technological tools” (NCES, 2011). However, persistently low NAEP writing scores for Latinx 
and Black students reflect how mainstream discourses are privileged in standardized writing 
assessment. This appears to be most true in national tests. While state tests and the NAEP have 
similar design limitations, scholars have been perplexed by persistent gaps between optimistic 
state and pessimistic national writing performance results. Jeffery’s (2009) analysis of the 
different constructs of writing proficiency underlying state and national writing assessments does 
provide some evidence that the NAEP may be more rigorous and more valid as a direct writing 
assessment, to the extent that it emphasizes genre distinctions and offers coherent 
conceptualizations of writing proficiency. But since these assertions about the NAEP’s validity 
take up narrow constructs of writing proficiency defined within strictly academic genres, this 
may offer some explanation for why the achievement gap in NAEP writing scores persists.  
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 Smagorinsky (2010) has also critiqued both the prompts and the scoring criteria for the 
SAT and ACT. He gives several examples of writing prompts which are not clear or logical, 
containing unorthodox grammar and language different than that students are expected to use. 
The tests purport to rely on minimal background knowledge and are written to be accessible to 
the general student population as a matter of equity. However, the prompts situate writing as an 
individual process separate from the relational nature of all communication, asking students to 
write for an unknown audience. It should be noted that the SAT also measures writing 
proficiency thorough multiple-choice questions, which test isolated grammar skills. This 
decontextualization of writing leaves culturally and linguistically diverse students at a particular 
disadvantage, since it conceals the socially- and culturally-embedded aspects of writing. 
Multiple-choice questions also privilege general composition knowledge that is autonomous and 
transferrable over sociocultural dimensions of writing, reflecting outdated formalist views. 
Additionally, Smagorinsky identifies double standards in the test’s scoring criteria. While the 
SAT “recognizes that an essay written in a short amount of time is not polished, but represents 
the short initial phase of the writing process” (qtd. on p. 287), the rubric calls for a clean final 
draft that conforms to standard English. The test pays lip service to process views of writing 
without actually providing space for revision or evaluating the composition as a first draft. It thus 
reflects unrealistic expectations for what students can produce under timed conditions.  
 Based on a survey of high school English teachers (Noeth & Kobrin, 2007), the College 
Board has claimed that adding an essay component to the SAT contributed to major positive 
changes in writing instruction and increased attention to the teaching of writing in schools. 
However, the survey did little more than quantify the time teachers spent on writing activities, 
many of which were oriented to test preparation. A NCTE task force found similarly, concluding 
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that “the writing skill required to do well on short, timed essay tests has little instructional 
value”; they warned that the SAT would foster “formulaic” and “superficial” writing rather than 
the “in depth and complex writing expected by most college instructors” (2005, p. 3). Although 
the College Board has asserted that the SAT writing section “reinforces the importance of 
writing skills throughout a student’s education” and has led to increased teaching of writing 
(Mattern, Camara, & Kobrin, 2007), the NCTE report casts doubts on the quality of this 
instruction, in spite of claims that that the SAT demonstrates strong alignment with the CCSS for 
writing (Vasavada, Carman, Hart & Luisier, 2010). The fact that the essay portion of the SAT 
has recently been dropped to make the test more equitable (Anderson, 2014) supports assertions 
that the assessment is problematic. It is also notable that David Coleman, the architect of the 
CCSS, has spearheaded this effort, reflecting the complex and sometimes contradictory 
relationship between standards and standardized assessment in the web of policymaking. 
 The impact of high-stakes assessment on writing curricula. The impact of high-stakes 
assessment is reified in scripted writing curricula, a trend that spans the past 20 years (e.g. 
Schaffer, 1995; Calkins, 2014). These programs are a predictable response to the untenable 
demands of standardized assessment and the pressures of accountability. Wiley (2001) discussed 
the popularity of the “Jane Schaffer Method,” a formulaic writing program which claimed to 
replicate results found in high-scoring essays on high-stakes exams. He argues that attempting to 
render writing more manageable by teaching it as a formula ignores the importance of the 
writing situation, sending the message that all writing tasks are essentially the same. He suggests 
that a generic writing model conceals the domain-specific inquiry processes involved in writing 
and places form above ideas. He writes, “Formulaic writing of the kind Schaffer advocates forces 
premature closure on complicated interpretive issues and stifles ongoing exploration” (p. 65). In 
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the case of literary analysis, the 5-paragraph essay precludes deeper exploration of literary works 
and short circuits the social construction of meaning from texts. It reinforces the idea that literary 
expertise consists of a fixed body of knowledge about authors, plots, and characters, rather than 
skill in dealing with complex interpretive problems and contextualized language use. From a 
sociocultural perspective, scripted writing curricula offer another instance of how formulaic 
writing instruction disadvantages struggling writers and diverse students, shutting them out from 
high-level analytical processes. 
 More recently, Self-Regulated Strategy Development has replaced writing formulas as 
the trendy model for writing instruction. This approach provides direct instruction about the 
purposes of writing, planning for writing tasks, and specific language skills (e.g. Graham & 
Harris, 2005; Graham & Perin, 2007b; Harris, Graham, & Mason, 2005; Kiuhara, O’Neill, 
Hawken, & Graham, 2012). As in scripted writing curricula, the explicit teaching of highly-
formalized cognitive moves has been embraced on the grounds that it immediately improves 
students’ writing. However, this view does not consider the long-term impact of such highly-
regimented approaches on students’ motivation to write or their development as critical thinkers. 
 The impact of high-stakes assessment on novice writing teachers. Teacher education 
research has also revealed how high-stakes writing assessment contributes to the 
deprofessionalization of writing teachers and novices’ reliance on formulaic writing models. This 
literature suggests that the grim reality of initial field experiences accompanied by socializing 
influences of school culture and district curricula may conflict with teacher education 
coursework espousing process-oriented goals for writing instruction (Smagorinsky, Lakly, & 
Johnson, 2002). Complexity theory, for example, has illuminated how learning to teach writing 
involves the recombination of ideas, values, goals, and activities encountered by novices in 
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nested systems of teacher education and school placements (McQuitty, 2016). New teachers 
must contend with both normative pressure from colleagues and regulative pressures from testing 
mandates as they negotiate their new roles as writing teachers. This theory-practice disconnect 
may force teachers to reconfigure their orientations to writing pedagogy, their discipline, and 
their professional values (Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; Smagorinsky, Gibson, Bickmore, Moore, & 
Cook, 2004). Difficulty transferring the tools and strategies introduced during teacher 
preparation to a rigorous classroom writing practice may drive new teachers towards 
conventional models for writing instruction (Benko, 2016). In the absence of a tested writing 
pedagogy, these factors make new teachers especially susceptible to the influence of 
standardized curricula (Grossman et al., 2000). 
 These challenges are illustrated by Johnson, Smagorisnky, Thompson, and Fry’s (2003) 
case study of Leigh, a first-year teacher of 8th grade ELA. Johnson et al. used activity theory 
grounded in Vygotskian perspectives to explore Leigh’s writing instruction. Through 
observations and reflective interviews, they identified factors across several instructional settings 
– including pressures from her cooperating teacher and other educators to teach to the test, 
formal accountability structures, and fragmentation in her teacher education program – which led 
Leigh to emphasize the 5-paragraph theme in her writing instruction. Johnson et al. invoke 
Lortie’s (1975) apprenticeship of observation to highlight how Leigh’s own success with the 5-
paragraph model as a student may have motivated her desire to teach it. This study points to the 
need for teacher educators to help students explore alternatives to the 5-paragraph model and 
develop sound theories of writing instruction if they are to push back against the narrowing of 
the writing curriculum. While it is difficult to generalize beyond Leigh’s specific preparation and 
induction experiences, Johnson et. al.’s use of multiple data sources captures how competing 
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forces work to socialize teachers into particular ways of teaching writing. 
 In addition to highlighting specific institutional and normative pressures that drive new 
teachers to stress formulaic writing models, this literature has major implications for teacher 
education. It indicates that writing teacher preparation must extend beyond a single required 
methods course, as teacher education is unlikely to have a sustained impact without a unified 
focus. This requires coherence across the preparation program as well as the university, with 
schools of arts and sciences contributing to subject-area preparation. It also necessitates synergy 
between coursework and field experiences. Teacher candidates must be provided with the tools 
and space to think critically about their own writing practice and that of their colleagues from 
their first moments in the classroom. The research also underscores the necessity of supporting 
new teachers and their students to engage with high-stakes writing assessment as a social 
practice. It suggests that effective teachers must build understandings of how these tests value 
particular discourses and writing skills representing a narrow spectrum of what good writing is – 
rather than thinking about them as objective measures of writing proficiency – if they are to push 
back against the standardization of writing. 
Teachers’ response to high-stakes writing assessment. The small but important body of 
literature exploring teachers’ responses to high-stakes writing assessment confirms that, despite 
all their shortcomings, state tests are impacting classroom writing instruction. Throughout the era 
of NCLB, this research captures the narrowing of the writing curriculum as a consequence of 
state writing assessments that are more rigid than rigorous (e.g. Stodart, 2010; Strickland et al., 
2001). For example, in Texas, 60% of the teachers that Hillocks (2002) interviewed stressed 
“elaboration” as the most important component in successful writing, reflecting their district 
supervisors’ mandate to teachers to “just do whatever you can to get [students] to write more” (p. 
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87). Only 11% of Texas teachers engaged in inquiry approaches to writing instruction; 98% 
focused on organization and elaboration, while 85% focused on grammar, mechanics, and usage. 
Hillocks sees teachers’ emphasis on 5-paragraph essays as a mechanism to ensure that students 
have enough evidence to make a point based on the rubrics’ numerical criteria for elaboration. Of 
great concern, many of Hillocks’s teachers not only accepted this standard, but willingly 
promoted it, suggesting the potential for the testing system to become teachers’ knowledge base 
for teaching writing given limited knowledge of writing pedagogy.  
Since these trends are particularly evident in poorer school districts, Hillocks concludes 
that outcomes are most dire for the most vulnerable students, as the test-driven curriculum limits 
access to high-level writing skills. This finding is common in the literature, suggesting that 
environmental factors are strong predictors of both writing instruction and writing achievement. 
For example, McCarthey’s (2008) comparison of high-income and low-income elementary 
classrooms in Illinois found different approaches to teaching writing – writer’s workshop, 
integrated curriculum, genre-specific instruction, and packaged programs – clustered within 
different schools, with teachers in low-income schools more likely to follow packaged writing 
curricula. Through semi-structured interviews and classroom observations, she discovered that 
teachers across schools shared the same critiques of NCLB, including increased pressure to teach 
to the test and the narrowing of the writing curriculum. However, teachers in low-income schools 
were monitored to a higher degree, while teachers at high-income schools that consistently made 
Adequate Yearly Progress had more freedom to teach writing in ways that were socially-
embedded and meaningful. While teachers at low-income schools stated that accountability 
measures undermined their ability to meet the needs of their students, their lack of experience 
and job security left them with less power to resist reform that they considered to be inequitable.  
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The negative consequences of high-stakes writing assessment for at-risk students are also 
highlighted in one of the few studies focusing on high school teachers’ writing instruction. Ketter 
and Pool (2001) explored the impact of the Maryland State Writing Test in two ninth-grade 
classrooms with high populations of students with special needs, all of whom had failed the test. 
Their data sources included open-ended interviews with teachers, classroom observations in the 
time prior to the test, and student writing samples. Ketter and Pool illustrate the various ways the 
test moved teachers towards a formulaic, basic writing pedagogy despite their beliefs that 
students should master a range of writing skills. On practice tests, both teachers and students 
struggled to distinguish between narrative and explanatory prompts, which had little relevance to 
students’ lived experiences. The teachers’ use of the Topic-Audience-Purpose-Form mnemonic, 
meant to build genre awareness, was separated from its social dimensions as a vehicle for test 
preparation. Confirming Hillocks’s (2002) findings, when teachers adapted the state rubrics for 
use in their classrooms, they oversimplified criteria, showing more concern with the number of 
points of elaboration than the content of the elaboration. As a striking example of the cultural 
bias inherent in standardized writing assessment, the study also captures how the test’s demands 
for imaginative elaboration were at odds with students’ home discourse communities, which 
were more literal, less detailed, and less emotive. The study encapsulates Hillocks’s concerns 
that writing instruction intended to help students succeed on state tests limits students’ self-
expression and precludes the likelihood of engaging in exploratory or inquiry-based writing 
practices that are sensitive to the needs of individual students. Although the study focuses on a 
very specific population of White, working class, special education students, detailed qualitative 
data sources capture the many levels at which the test and the teachers failed to take into 
consideration the rich culture and complex literacy practices in the classroom. 
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Other work has detailed instances when teachers’ own values for writing instruction came 
in conflict with policy demands instantiated through high-stakes assessment. Brindley and 
Schneider (2002) attributed the discrepancies between fourth-grade teachers’ stated beliefs about 
writing and reported writing instruction to the constraints of the state test. While these teachers 
indicated that the state exam made them feel more skilled at teaching writing, they also described 
how it limited them to teaching on-demand narrative and explanatory writing. Similarly, the 
participants in Brimi’s (2012) multiple case study described how the Tennessee Comprehensive 
Assessment Program writing assessment compromised their values for writing instruction. These 
five high school teachers reported that they administered more timed writing exercises, gave 
corrective feedback focused on product rather than process, and stressed 5-paragraph essay 
structure, despite their sense that other genres were more engaging for students. Spence (2010) 
also used protocol analysis to document how two teachers at a Reading First school used the Six 
Traits writing rubric to assess a third-grade, bilingual Latina student in ways that conflicted with 
their professional principles. Rather than relying on their considerable experience as teachers and 
bilinguals and their direct knowledge of the student, these teachers deferred completely to the 
rubric, disregarding their own values for language diversity. Spence’s study demonstrates how 
standardized writing rubrics can function as an authoritative professional discourse. It suggests 
that such rubrics fail to address sociocultural aspects of writing and place diverse learners at a 
disadvantage, as they are unable to capture the full scope of their linguistic resources. 
Collectively, the literature establishes standardization as a stronger curricular determinant 
than either teachers’ beliefs about writing instruction or their professional judgment. Notably 
absent from this literature are any examples of teachers successfully resisting writing reform 
measures that they perceive to be unfair or inequitable. Even in rare cases when they try (e.g. 
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McCarthey, 2008), avenues for resistance are constrained by the institution, pursued in isolation, 
and followed with swift professional consequences. Such trends illustrate the way accountability 
sanctions force teachers to compromise their professional values and to prioritize short-term 
gains on high-stakes tests over what they know to be in the best interests of their students. 
Implications. The research reviewed offers a clear picture of how standardized writing 
assessment has led to the narrowing of the writing curriculum. It also highlights a central 
paradox of standards-based reform: In order for skills and content to be valued in the policy 
environment, they must become subject to standardization and testing. Writing reform has been 
driven by legitimate concerns that there is not enough instructional focus on writing. However, 
the policy mechanisms which gave rise to this trend through accountability structures prioritizing 
reading are the same mechanisms being leveraged to address the problem. The imperative for 
students to write more has contributed to increased testing of writing. While the literature 
suggests that “the testing trap” (Hillocks, 2002) has led to more focus on writing in classrooms, it 
also suggests that the nature of this writing instruction and its outcomes are inauthentic and 
bounded, precisely because of the assessments’ influences. The impact of the CCSS writing 
standards is as of yet unclear, but there is reason to be skeptical that the increased standardization 
of writing will adequately address the need for a writing revolution (NCW, 2003). 
There are several gaps in the literature that will be important to consider as the U.S. 
moves forward in the era of the CCSS. Firstly, while these studies rely on complex approaches to 
task analysis and detailed qualitative surveys, there is still a paucity of classroom research 
painting a picture of how high-stakes writing assessment is affecting teachers’ practice. Many 
studies on teachers’ responses to standardized writing assessment rely on self-reporting measures 
and do not adequately acknowledge the student perspective. There is a need for sustained 
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observation, particularly at the secondary level, to address the disconnect highlighted between 
teachers’ stated beliefs about writing and their writing instruction. Spence’s (2010) study of the 
Six Traits writing rubric also offers a compelling example of how protocol analysis can be used 
to elicit deeper understanding of teachers’ sense-making about the artifacts of standards reform. 
This would lend itself to more sophisticated theorizing around how professional judgment is 
exercised in the shadow of high-stakes writing assessment: what instructional decisions teachers 
are faced with in their writing practice and how they make them. Additionally, there is a need for 
longitudinal work that follows the trajectory of students’ writing development, as the long-term 
implications of test-based writing pedagogy have not been established. Researchers also must 
begin to treat with more nuance how diverse groups of students are differently impacted by 
standardized writing assessment. This is particularly pressing in the case of Latinx and Black 
students, as recent NAEP data (NCES, 2011) suggest. 
 For teacher educators and school leaders, this research also points to the necessity of 
increased writing teacher preparation, which I take up in more depth in the final section of this 
review. Both large-scale surveys (e.g. Gillespie et al., 2014) and qualitative data indicate that a 
majority of teachers have not received adequate training in effective writing pedagogy. For 
example, Stodart’s (2010) participants explicitly requested instructional resources for teaching 
writing. Brimi (2012) speculates that teacher embrasure of test-based writing pedagogy and 
reluctance to teach or assign multi-genre writing reflects their lack of preparation in teaching 
writing. And according to Hillocks (2002), the quickness with which teachers embraced scripted 
writing curricula indicated their lack of experience with advanced writing pedagogy. The main 
need, in Hillocks view, is therefore not more testing but better teacher training:  
At the center of the K-12 testing fury is the myth that testing alone is able to raise 
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standards and the rate of learning. Certainly, testing assures what is tested is taught, but 
tests cannot assure that things are taught well. If states want teaching to improve, they 
will have to intervene at the level of teaching. Teachers need opportunities to learn more 
effective procedures for teaching writing. Tests of writing cannot teach that. (p. 204)  
To take Hillocks’s recommendations seriously requires a rethinking of professional learning 
opportunities for writing teachers at all career stages. Hillocks suggests that writing pedagogy 
incorporating inquiry can have significant and lasting impacts on student performance. Thus, 
preparing effective writing teachers begins with recognizing the limitations of existing writing 
curricula and – rather than attempting to teacher-proof writing instruction – providing teachers 
inquiry-based experiences with writing and the conceptual and material tools to enact meaningful 
writing pedagogy in their own classrooms. It necessitates creating the space for deep, sustained 
conversation about writing assessment in pre-service and in-service teacher preparation. Simon 
(2013), for example, has shown that descriptive review of student work can help novice teachers 
to adopt strength-based approaches to evaluating writing. He describes this work as 
social and collaborative. It requires that issues in teaching and assessing writing not be 
reduced to monologue, efficient scoring tools, or easy answers. Rather, writing pedagogy 
and assessment becomes the focus of investigation into competing paradigms, the subject 
and object of student teachers’ inquiries. (p. 120) 
Through collaborative inquiry, teachers may interrogate the writing standards, writing tests, and 
their own experiences as students of writing to develop a critical writing pedagogy and hone 
their own working theories of writing instruction. 
The literature also suggests that it is misguided to characterize current writing 
assessments as direct measures of students’ writing proficiency. Literacy educators and 
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policymakers have not gone far enough in envisioning alternatives to on-demand essay writing. 
Further research is needed to critically evaluate the constructs of writing proficiency underlying 
the PARCC and the SBAC tests. The fact that CCSS-aligned writing prompts are text based does 
not make them more authentic or more valid than the legacy assessments. Embracing the situated 
nature of literacy as articulated in the CCSS requires a genuine commitment to developing 
sociocultural measures of this learning that honor the cultural and linguistic diversity of students.  
Behizadeh and Pang (2016) have made a compelling argument for the value of portfolios 
as a sociocultural writing assessment. Indeed, this idea is not new. Hillocks (2002) concluded 
that the Kentucky Portfolio Assessment was the most effective measure for improving writing 
instruction, and the most highly-regarded by teachers, noting that “no other state writing 
assessment studied comes close to having such a strong endorsement for its appropriateness and 
its power in bringing about change” (p. 197). While this may seem encouraging in light of the 
otherwise dismal picture Hillocks paints, the complexity of portfolio-based writing assessment 
necessitates an even stronger commitment to ensuring high-quality PD. Such a system requires 
both teacher buy-in and the training to enact direct sociocultural assessments effectively (Bauer 
& Garcia, 2002). It also depends on what Behizadeh and Pang (2016) have termed “negotiated 
control”: the pairing of theoretically-sound assessments with local scoring, teacher-directed PD, 
and involvement of all stakeholder groups. In the era of ESSA and its shifting of accountability 
structures to the state and district level (Camera, 2015), this may not be an impossible premise. 
Perhaps, as the Gordon Commission on the Future of Assessment in Education’s (2013) has 
stated, “The assessments that we will need in the future do not yet exist” (p. 15). If so, it falls on 
educators, researchers, and policymakers to carefully consider the difficult history of high-stakes 
writing assessments in the U.S. as they move forward to reform writing in the CCSS era. 
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 Writing and the CCSS. The CCSS represent the first large-scale attempt to standardize 
the teaching of writing in the U.S. Spurred by the increased complexity of writing in the digital 
age, as well as widespread concern around students’ poor performance on NAEP writing 
measures, the CCSS frame writing as a gateway to content learning and success in college and 
career. However, minimal research has been conducted on the writing standards, their aligned 
assessments, or how teachers have responded to this major policy shift. In the following sections, 
I present this literature, published since the adoption of the CCSS in 2009. Because of the limited 
scope of the research, I have included both empirical studies and conceptual pieces about the 
writing standards. To set the policy context, I begin with an overview of the CCSS and discuss 
CCSS implementation challenges more broadly before addressing critique of the writing 
standards and teacher response to the standards. 
 Overview of the CCSS. Over the past 20 years, educational policy in the U.S. has come to 
embrace standards-based reform. Driven by the assumption that rigorous learning standards will 
ensure educational equity and allow students to compete in the global knowledge economy, the 
CCSS, a set of national ELA and math learning standards, were published in 2009 by the Council 
of Chief State School Officers and the National Governors Association Center for Best Practices. 
Although the CCSS are not federally mandated, widespread and rapid adoption was spurred by 
financial incentives to implement an approved set of standards focused on college and career 
readiness in order to qualify for NCLB waivers and priority Race to the Top funding (McDonnell 
& Weatherford, 2013). For this and other reasons, public discourse reflects a growing 
dissatisfaction with the CCSS. Some view the CCSS as federal overreach of state and local 
educational control (Evers, 2015). Some take issue with the involvement of private foundations 
in developing and promoting the CCSS, including textbook companies who stand to gain 
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financially from this reform (Ravitch, 2014) and those marketing PD materials which may not 
reflect the current state of education research (Hodge & Benko, 2014). Some argue that the 
standards themselves do not align with evidence-based research (Woodard & Kline, 2015). 
Others reject CCSS-aligned assessments as inequitable, concerned with their validity, impact on 
students, and use in value-added models for teacher evaluation (American Federation of 
Teachers, 2014). Teacher response to the CCSS has been mixed, albeit more balanced than to 
prior NCLB mandates. Initial teacher support was high, but dropped from 76% in 2013 to 46% in 
2014 (Henderson, Peterson, & West, 2014), which speaks to their implementation challenges. 
CCSS implementation challenges. The CCSS have presented major implementation 
challenges, since the standards were written to provide teachers, schools, and districts autonomy 
over how to use them and do not specify instructional approaches. The dearth of quality CCSS-
aligned instructional resources and the unevenness of CCSS PD experiences, compounded by 
insufficient funding (Kober & Rentner, 2012), has lent to variable implementation. Research 
suggests that the development of CCSS-aligned curriculum materials has largely been left up to 
teachers. A survey from The Center on Education Policy (CEP; 2014) found that 90% of district 
officials reported challenges in identifying and/or developing CCSS curriculum. 70% of these 
district officials also reported that teachers were creating their own CCSS materials with minimal 
collaboration across districts or state support. Likewise, Thompson et al.’s (2016) survey of 
public school teachers discovered that CCSS materials development was happening locally. 
Secondary teachers were most likely to develop their own materials, as were teachers in high-
poverty districts, perhaps reflecting the lack of resources in these districts. Both surveys fall short 
of identifying the specific challenges around materials development. However, in contrast to 
perceptions of the CCSS as a national curriculum, these finding suggest a high degree of local 
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variability and the influence of contextual factors shaping CCSS implementation. 
Woodard and Kline (2015) have argued for the need for literacy teachers to develop 
research-based professional discretion to improve ELA CCSS implementation and 
counterbalance compliance-driven policy mandates and the negative consequences of 
standardized testing. Their brief reviewing research, policies, and practices for enhancing literacy 
instruction recommended policy action in five areas: curriculum and instruction, teacher 
education and PD, program/school leadership, assessment, and research. Teachers themselves 
have expressed concerns about their readiness to implement the CCSS and confusion about the 
standards (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014; Burks et al., 2015; Hart Research Associates, 
2013; Nadelson, 2014). Thompson et al.’s (2016) survey revealed teachers’ interpretive 
disagreements about how the standards frame the value of reading complex texts, the importance 
of prior knowledge in “reading closely,” and the appropriate place of nonfiction in ELA. 
Though a majority of teachers did not identify the instructional approaches most aligned 
with the CCSS on the survey, many still reported that their students regularly engaged in 
standards-aligned practices. This could indicate teachers’ lack of knowledge about the standards 
or a mismatch between teachers’ interpretations of the standards and the constructs 
operationalized in the survey instrument. It begs questions about what is happening in the 
classroom that teachers believe to be CCSS-aligned. Evidence suggests that teachers’ knowledge 
and positive perceptions of the CCSS increase with CCSS-focused PD (Nadelson et al., 2014). 
However, professional learning opportunities around the CCSS have been idiosyncratic, given 
that CCSS-related PD is likely to be run at the district level and is often led by teachers (CEP, 
2014). There is also wide discrepancy in the amount of time devoted to CCSS-focused PD across 
schools and districts (CEP, 2014). Opportunities for CCSS PD have included everything from 
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mandated Professional Learning Communities (Illingworth, 2016), to the Japanese model of 
“lesson study” (Akiba & Wilkinson, 2016), to Teacher-Based Reform programs allowing 
teachers to select their own PD experiences (Sullivan & Westover, 2015). A key takeaway from 
these studies is that the efficacy of CCSS PD approaches can vary based on local factors 
including available resources and existing accountability structures. 
The CCSS in practice. Large-scale research suggests that the standards are having an 
impact. Kane et al.’s (2016) survey of teachers in Delaware, Maryland, Massachusetts, New 
Mexico, and Nevada found that both elementary and secondary teachers have made changes in 
their lesson plans and instructional materials to meet the CCSS. In ELA, these included 
increasing argumentative writing assignments and nonfiction reading. Three out of four teachers 
surveyed reported that they have embraced the new standards “quite a bit” or “fully.” Qualitative 
work, however, paints a more uneven picture. A rare classroom-based study used Cultural 
Historical Activity Theory to reveal how two first-grade ELA teachers with similar student 
populations used the CCSS to construct different opportunities for literacy learning based on 
their own cultural and content knowledge and the different community contexts in which they 
worked (Barrett-Tatum, 2015). Using Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework, Stern’s (2016) 
qualitative case study also found that teachers’ sense-making of the CCSS was mediated by 
school level characteristics, including strong leadership, the availability of curriculum resources, 
and meaningful professional learning opportunities. She connected teachers’ positive response to 
the standards with alignment between the standards, the school’s educational philosophy, and 
teachers’ principles. Similarly to Stern’s teachers, the teachers in Swars and Chestnut’s (2016) 
study believed in the merit of the CCSS, but were constrained by contextual factors, like limited 
curricular resources, and individual factors, like inadequate content knowledge. Durand, Lawson, 
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Wilcox, and Schiller’s (2016) mixed methods study revealed the role that district leaders play in 
mitigating individual and situational barriers to CCSS implementation. He described the 
bridging, brokering, and buffering strategies used by district leaders to craft coherence across 
organizational boundaries. 
These implementation studies at different levels of the education system indicate that 
teachers’ individual preparedness to teach to the CCSS must also be addressed as an issue of 
organizational learning. The degree to which teachers embrace the CCSS in practice appears to 
depend on a complex interplay of individual, situational, and representation factors. In this sense, 
the broadness of the CCSS is a double-edged sword. While the standards provide for the 
flexibility and adaptability necessary to support their local use, the literature casts doubt on their 
utility in guiding teachers towards more rigorous instruction unaccompanied by high-quality 
materials and PD. Research on CCSS implementation also continues to rely on large-scale 
surveys. Without further classroom-based, observational studies, it will be difficult to establish 
whether and how teachers are meeting the CCSS. Future research should therefore aim to look 
more closely at the cultural factors at stake in implementation, especially in struggling schools. 
Critique of the CCSS writing standards. The CCSS for writing have presented particular 
implementation challenges due to their rigor and the conceptual and practical shifts they require 
of teachers. Scholars have identified several benefits of the CCSS in writing. Applebee, for 
example, posited that they will increase time devoted to writing instruction (2013). Mo, Kopke, 
Hawkins, Troia, and Olinghouse’s (2014) content analysis, grounded in a diverse range of 
theoretical orientations focusing on cognitive, sociocultural, and motivational aspects of writing, 
determined that the writing standards are clear, succinct, and easily interpretable, with 
appropriate expectations for each grade level. Similarly, Shanahan (2015) suggested that the 
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standards are markedly better organized and specify a clearer developmental progression than 
prior writing standards. 
However, pointed criticism has also been mounted against the writing standards. For 
example, contrasting other analyses, Applebee (2013) found the standards did not reflect a clear 
developmental model for writing, but instead overemphasized formal characteristics of text 
types. He argued that the subheadings, which lay out features like language use, organization, 
and development by text type, encourage trivial grade-to-grade progressions and curricular 
emphases that are “formulaic and perfunctory, rather than supporting the development of a 
flexible array of strategies for addressing a wide variety of specific audiences and purposes” (p. 
29). Applebee identified several other potential “perils” of the standards: overemphasis on 
foundational skills through decontextualized language exercises focused on grammar, spelling, 
and vocabulary; approaching literacy development in a piecemeal way based on trivial grade 
level distinctions; and overreliance on high-stakes assessments of writing.  
Aull (2015) expressed similar concerns about the separation of language standards and 
writing standards in the CCSS. Her discourse analysis of CCSS benchmark papers reveled how 
this separation encouraged the decontextualized teaching of language skills, rather than 
integrated instruction which could highlight how aspects of style, conventions, and tone 
contribute to organization of ideas and argument development. Mo et al. (2014) also determined 
that the CCSS “do not address the writing process as a reciprocal and iterative whole” (p. 448). 
They found that genre knowledge, procedural knowledge, and motivation for writing were not 
addressed, and highlighted the standards’ lack of attention to cognitive dimensions like 
metacognition and self-regulation, which are particularly important for struggling writers. 
Likewise, Graham and Harris’s (2013) content analysis pointed to the challenges of the writing 
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standards for students with learning disabilities, describing the benchmarks for writing 
development as “simply educated guesses as to what students should be able to do at particular 
grades” (p. 31). These studies raise doubts about the appropriateness of the standards for less-
proficient writers and about how well the standards will ultimately function as instructional tools. 
Research examining the alignment between the standards and best practices for writing 
has supported these concerns. In a theoretically-grounded content analysis, Troia and Olinghouse 
(2013) evaluated the CCSS K-5 writing standards relative to evidence-based practices presented 
in meta-analyses of writing intervention studies. While they noted that the standards were 
succinct and balanced in coverage of content across grade levels, they found that some areas of 
writing were neglected. The practices represented included word processing, 
prewriting/planning/drafting, text structure instruction, handwriting/typing skills, sentence 
combining, decreasing spelling errors, decreasing grammar errors, writing responses to text, and 
collaboration. However, the standards did not address freewriting, process writing, 
comprehensive writing instruction, strategy instruction, summarizing, writing to learn, self-
regulation/metacognition, goal setting, using rubrics, evaluations, or presentation/legibility. 
Concerningly, the standards failed to address motivation or teacher feedback for older students 
and gave limited coverage to the use of text models for writing instruction. Reliance on the 
standards could therefore result in unbalanced writing instruction. The authors note, however, 
that the CCSS are not intended to designate specific instructional practices and that this analysis 
does not take student writing outcomes into consideration. As such, their findings are neither an 
indictment or an endorsement of the CCSS writing standards.  
More recently, Troia et al. (2016) conducted a content evaluation of a sample of seven 
diverse states’ current writing standards compared to the CCSS for writing and language. They 
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reached similar conclusions that the standards have balanced coverage in some areas of writing, 
but not others – in particular, motivational and interactional aspects of writing. They concluded 
that none of states’ standards had strong alignment with the writing standards. This is to suggest 
a potential mismatch between prior curricular materials and instructional methods developed 
based on standards predating the CCSS. 
Teacher response to the CCSS writing standards. Although the CCSS reflect new, 
rigorous expectations for teaching writing, teacher response to the writing standards has not been 
explored. To date, only one study has directly examined teachers’ perspectives on the writing 
standards. Hall, Hutchison, and White (2015) surveyed 250 K-12 teachers from eight states to 
gauge their perceptions about preparedness to teach the CCSS in writing and barriers to their 
implementation. They combined ANOVA with content analysis to analyze electronic responses 
to Likert scale, open-ended, and multiple-choice questions. Teachers perceived the standards as 
beneficial to the extent that they increased the rigor of writing instruction and set high 
expectations for students, but expressed concerns about their appropriateness for ELLs and 
students with disabilities. Less than half of the respondents indicated that they were familiar with 
the CCSS in writing or that they felt prepared to teach them. Unsurprisingly, the majority of 
teachers also reported that they had received less than one day of PD on the writing standards. 
Teachers identified access to curriculum resources aligned with the CCSS on writing (72%), 
more planning time (70%), and more time to collaborate with colleagues (67%) as key elements 
that would prepare them to teach the writing standards. This study is limited in its sampling 
region. Additionally, the researchers were unable to compute a response rate – though they 
indicate many surveys were incomplete (168 of 418), suggesting much data left unaccounted for. 
However, the measure was well conceptualized and validated. Therefore, this study offers 
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important, if partial, insight into teacher response to the writing standards, once again 
highlighting limited resources and PD as major implementation barriers. 
Two other studies have examined high school teachers’ views of the ELA CCSS more 
generally. Ajayi’s (2016) mixed methods study included surveys of ELA teachers from schools 
in Southern California. She found that the teachers showed moderate knowledge of the ELA 
CCSS and thought the standards would benefit students. However, teachers perceived 
themselves as unprepared to teach the standards. They found the PD and instructional materials 
available to them to be inadequate, specifically requesting more ELA-focused PD and more time 
to collaborate with departmental colleagues around the standards. While the small sample size of 
this study – 23 participants – limits its generalizability, the familiar finding that states need to 
make adequate financial investment in CCSS-aligned resources and dynamic PD experiences is 
borne out by large-scale survey data (e.g. Kane et al., 2016; Thompson et al., 2016).  
Ruecker, Chamcharatsri, and Saengngoen (2015) surveyed nine high school teachers 
from a metropolitan district in the Southwest about the impact of the ELA CCSS on 
linguistically diverse students. While the study did not explicitly set out to explore the writing 
standards, the findings speak clearly to the perils of CCSS-aligned writing assessments. All 
teachers expressed concerns about the impact of CCSS-aligned tests, emphasizing their negative 
psychological effects on ELLs – such as added stress, being labeled as failures, and decreased 
motivation to learn – and the cultural bias inherent in the tests. Teachers also identified several 
limitations of computer-based testing for ELLs, including students’ limited access to technology 
and related scheduling challenges. The authors conclude that, although the CCSS acknowledge 
the heterogeneity of ELLs as learners, the ELA assessments reflect a one-size-fits all model 
likely to have negative outcomes ELLs. They warn against computer-based scoring that is not 
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attuned to the differences in L1 and L2 writing, and call for local scoring practices supported by 
partnerships between writing faculty, teacher educators, and teachers. Similarly to Ajayi’s (2016) 
work, this study is not generalizable, and the survey tool is not validated, but it offers compelling 
qualitative evidence that the CCSS-aligned assessments are inequitable for ELLs. It captures the 
need to move away from standardized writing assessments and suggests that technology can be 
better used to make assessments adaptable for linguistically-diverse learners. 
Finally, Wilcox, Jeffery, and Gardner-Bixler (2016) offered insight into how the CCSS 
are affecting writing instruction. Their study is worth noting for its explicit treatment of the 
writing standards and for its reliance on observational data. This mixed methods case study 
compared CCSS-influenced writing instruction in grades three through five at six diverse, high 
achieving schools in New York with three similar, typically-performing schools. Classroom 
observations, semi-structured interviews, and document analysis were used to analyze teachers’ 
practices and perspectives. They found that teachers in the majority of schools focused on 
comparison/contrast writing and used evidence-based practices like peer collaboration, process 
writing, and writing to learn. Teachers at high-performing schools provided benchmark writing 
tasks, used the state’s exam rubric for scoring work, and assessed writing formatively more often 
than teachers at typically-performing schools. 
Both teacher groups shared a generally positive view of the CCSS, However, teachers at 
typically-performing schools expressed concerns regarding the CCSS’ neglect of creative writing 
and fiction. They felt the emphasis on informational and argumentative writing contributed to 
students’ decreased motivation to write and a decline in independent writing and creative 
thinking skills. Teachers at high-performing schools also acknowledged decreased attention to 
creative writing, but noted gains in expectations for the quality of students’ writing and the 
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development of metacognitive and critical abilities. This contrast reifies the tension between the 
CCSS’ demand that students engage in literacy tasks independently and research evidence about 
the value of peer collaboration in writing activities, and suggests the need for carefully-crafted 
PD to help teachers develop effective writing scaffolds for students. There are several limitations 
to acknowledge, including the small scale of the study. The participating schools were selected 
for their exemplary nature and are not meant to be representative of CCSS implementation. 
Moreover, the study focused only on elementary classrooms and excluded low-income schools. 
There is a still a need for more observational research with a greater diversity of participants. 
However, the study attends to both the problem and the potential in the CCSS writing standards, 
illustrating the variation in classroom instruction that has resulted from their implementation. 
Implications. Taken as a whole, the limited scope of this literature suggests a pressing 
need for classroom-based research to establish more clearly how the CCSS – particularly the 
writing standards – are influencing teachers’ practice. Scholars are in the nascent stages of 
compiling the empirical data necessary to adequately determine what instructional changes, if 
any, the standards have brought about. CCSS research thus far has privileged participant self-
reporting, depending on large- and small-scale surveys which are either too broad-sweeping to 
offer insight into practice or are too localized to be generalizable. Treatment of the writing 
standards has rarely extended beyond content analysis. And as of yet, there is no qualitative or 
quantitative research connecting the writing standards directly to student outcomes. 
Nonetheless, this literature highlights several significant trends in teacher response to the 
CCSS writing standards. There is some evidence that teachers feel the rigor of the CCSS writing 
standards, the standards’ emphasis on evidence-based writing, and the increased focus on writing 
and writing instruction as a result of the standards are all positive developments. However, 
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teachers indicated ambivalence – and often outright concern – about CCSS-aligned tests. Wilcox 
et al. (2016) imply that it is these tests, not the standards, which are the curricular determinant in 
underperforming schools. This begs the questions of whether teachers who teach to the test 
rather than the standards harbor more negative feelings about the CCSS and whether increasing 
knowledge of the standards would contribute to more positive views of the standards and lessen 
the likelihood of test-driven instruction. These questions must be considered in light of the fact 
that teachers lack both the curricular materials and the professional support required to 
implement the standards in a meaningful way. This is especially concerning given that the 
standards are not easily interpretable. Divergent critiques of the standards (e.g. Applebee, 2013; 
Shanahan, 2015) illustrate that even literacy scholars involved in the standards’ design read the 
standards in different ways. This confusion underscores that sustained, writing-focused PD is 
needed if the standards are to translate to more rigorous writing instruction. Therefore, the next 
section takes up the issue of professional learning for literacy teachers in more detail. 
Literacy teacher professional learning. The work I have reviewed thus far has 
highlighted the need for increased professional learning opportunities for all literacy teachers and 
for writing teachers in particular. Research on teacher learning is a sprawling terrain, addressing 
questions as diverse as what it means to develop expertise in teaching, where this learning 
resides, and what brings it about. Russ, Sherin, and Sherin (2016), for example, have identified 
three competing conceptualizations of teacher learning in the literature. These include 
process/product approaches, which understand teaching as a set of actions with observable 
outcomes; cognitive models, which understand teaching as a way of thinking dependent on 
specialized knowledge and psychological processes; and situative and sociocultural perspectives, 
which understand teaching as interactive and relational. These competing perspectives are each 
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accompanied by their own methodological biases and research agendas.  
It was beyond the scope of my review to map out the entirety of this terrain. 
Consequently, my review of the literature on teacher professional learning was limited to 
maximize relevancy for my study. In what follows, except in the instance of historicizing the 
National Writing Project, I present research from the U.S. published after the passing of NCLB, 
recognizing the unique ways teacher learning has been impacted by this legislation. I focus only 
on K-12 in-service teachers; although there is a large body of literature on teacher candidates’ 
learning, it does not speak directly to the needs and knowledge of practicing teachers. I also only 
include studies explicitly stating that the focus of the professional learning was literacy (reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, or multimodal expression). Finally, to align with my theoretical 
frameworks, I spend the most time analyzing sociocultural research. I move from discussing 
literacy teacher learning in large-scale professional networks to professional learning based 
reform efforts and finally to school and district level support for literacy teacher learning.  
Literacy teacher professional networks. Professional networking is an increasingly 
popular way to support teacher learning. Several networks have been designed for literacy 
teachers, including Humanitas (McDonald & Klein, 2003) and the Bread Loaf Rural Teacher 
Network (Potash & Oxford, 2010), founded on research-practice partnerships. The most 
prominent network supporting literacy teacher professional learning is the National Writing 
Project (NWP). Due to the project’s scale, its research base, and its focus on writing, this 
network warrants consideration in some detail. 
Founded in 1973 as the Bay Area Writing Project, the NWP is now comprised of over 
200 sites nationwide. Each site, located at a college or university, is designed to be responsive to 
the needs of local teachers. The program has graduated over 75,000 teachers from summer 
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institutes – and more through school-based in service training – who have in turn served over six 
million students (St. John & Stokes, 2012). The NWP foregrounds a sociocultural orientation to 
the writing process via a teachers-teaching-teachers model, as trained teacher leaders provide 
support for their colleagues. Contrasting approaches that rely on scripted writing curricula, one-
shot PD models, or top-down in-service programs, the NWP situates teachers as agents of their 
own professional learning. The model aims to honor teachers’ insider knowledge by promoting 
inquiry-based learning to build a shared base of professional knowledge, opposing technical 
views of teacher learning. As Lieberman and Wood (2001) describe, “Rather than 
conceptualizing teaching as a set of techniques, the NWP builds on the notion that teaching 
demands a continuous cycle of learning, trial, and evaluation. Rather than providing preset 
answers to generic problems, the NWP asks teachers to articulate their own dilemmas and pursue 
means to resolve them” (p.175). The NWP has been researched by various groups, including in-
house researchers, local site participants, and university researchers. Across this diverse 
literature, there is consensus that the NWP experience can be life changing, transformative, and 
professionally-affirming for teachers (e.g. Dierking & Fox, 2013; Stokes, Hirabayashi, Murray, 
& Senauke, 2011; Whitney and Friedrich, 2013; Whyte, 2011). 
Lieberman and Wood’s (2003) two-year qualitative study of NWP summer institutes at 
the University of California, Los Angeles and Oklahoma State University foregrounded the 
extent to which the specific learning experiences differed based on contextual factors. However, 
their study also highlighted common social practices grounded in inclusion and pluralism which 
contributed to strong, shared professional commitment among participants. At both sites, 
teachers were provided the opportunity to demonstrate their classroom practices, study theory 
and research about writing, inquire systematically into their instruction, and develop their own 
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identities as writers and writing teachers. Teachers at both sites also continued their professional 
learning after the institute through ongoing network activities, indicating a long-term investment 
in professional learning. Jaxon’s study (2009) found similar practices enacted in inquiry groups 
at 182 NWP sites. She suggested that the routines and structures of these groups decreased fear 
and increased confidence in participating teachers, offering stability as they worked the dialectic 
between theory/practice and teaching/learning. This research captures how productive struggle is 
at the core of the NWP experience, as teachers move through these tensions in adopting an 
inquiry stance and becoming researchers in their own classrooms. 
Historically, the NWP has accrued strong evidence of its positive impact on teachers’ 
writing practices and attitudes about teaching writing (e.g. DiStefano & Olson, 1980; Gomez, 
1990). For example, Bratcher & Stroble’s (1994) comparison of self-reports from 57 participants 
found that NWP teachers were less likely to evaluate student writing based on form alone and 
more likely to share student writing with others. Evidence of the NWP’s impact on students’ 
writing, though, has been more mixed (e.g. Pritchard, 1987; Pritchard & Marshall, 1994; Shook, 
1981). This may in part be explained by a diffusion effect: It is difficult to establish differences 
between students of NWP and non-NWP teachers at the same school, since NWP participants are 
encouraged to share their knowledge with their colleagues. However, recent findings suggest 
positive results for students of NPW participants. Whyte et al.’s (2007) study of 551 middle and 
high school students and their teachers found that NWP teachers who wrote outside of school 
had students who showed greater writing achievement than those of their colleagues. This was 
also confirmed by Whyte’s (2011) report on 32 public secondary school English teachers. She 
employed surveys and timed narrative and persuasive writing samples to find that teachers 
participating in the Alabama NWP wrote more extensively than comparison teachers and 
  97 
 
attended more to non-routine attributes of writing in their classroom organization. 
At a larger scale, NWP researchers have constructed a robust assessment to function 
across different NWP contexts (DiPardo, Storms, & Selland, 2011; Swain & LeMahieu, 2012). 
They modified the Six + 1 Traits writing model into the Analytic Writing Continuum (AWC) to 
produce a rubric and benchmarking process that could provide reliable scores across research 
sites. The NWP’s Local Site Research Initiative (2010) reported on studies using the AWC at 16 
NWP sites. While these studies all relied on different prompts, administration procedures, 
research questions, and analyses, all used rigorous pre/post measures. 103 of 112 comparisons 
favored the students of NWP participants, whose writing showed improved organization, 
coherence, and mechanics. These findings were confirmed by a recent two-year randomized 
controlled trial of the NWP’s College-Ready Writers Program in 22 districts across 10 states. As 
measured by the AWC, the program had positive, statistically significant effects on content, 
structure, stance, and conventions in students’ argumentative writing, with particular influence 
on quality of reasoning and use of evidence (SRI Education, 2015). 
The NWP has also taken up writing across the curriculum. This agenda has focused on 
building writing partnerships between teachers in different subject areas to create authentic 
writing situations supporting comprehension of content and acquisition of discipline-specific 
vocabulary (Lanin et al., 2014). Peach and Campos’ (2008) report on the New York City Writing 
Project’s three-year initiative found that content-area teachers who had contact with NWP 
teacher-consultants implemented NWP-emphasized practices like valuing students’ voices and 
using writing-to-learn strategies. In turn, students who had high exposure to NWP practices had 
significantly greater gains in content-area writing than their peers. Although the NWP has not 
labeled this as a focus on disciplinary literacy, these results indicate the importance of 
  98 
 
developing capacity for teaching writing across the curriculum, honoring the literacy expertise of 
non-ELA teachers, and implementing consistent approaches to literacy development schoolwide. 
While these findings are compelling, there are limitations to NWP research and to the 
NWP model itself. Until the development of the AWC, researchers relied heavily on surveys and 
interviews to gather self-reports from NWP teachers. There is minimal observational data 
available about the instructional practices of participating teachers. There is also a need for 
research on the NWP’s impact on underserved student populations. Olson et al. (2012), for 
example, have found that for ELLs, writing gains require both the social writing practices 
emphasized by the NWP and explicit strategy instruction. Little research explores the NWP 
model as part of a larger repertoire of cognitive and sociocultural approaches effective with 
diverse writers. The exclusivity of the model also presents limitations, since it is not readily 
available to all teachers. Grounded in the belief that teachers must write to be good teachers of 
writing, it offers little purchase on how to support teachers who are resistant writers or are 
unmotivated to improve their writing practice. This should be a central concern, given that the 
CCSS situates all teachers as writing teachers – a shift many have been hesitant to embrace 
(Shanahan, 2015). However, the extensive NWP research base offers clear evidence that locally-
developed, inquiry-based, teacher-centered PD can have a positive influence on writing 
instruction and student writing outcomes. It also illustrates how PD programs can be enacted 
with integrity by different facilitators and scaled up across contexts (Borko, 2004). 
 Professional development based reform models for literacy teachers. Other approaches 
to literacy teacher learning have been conceptualized as part of whole school reform models. 
These systemic approaches emphasize investing resources in teacher development instead of 
infrastructure or program materials to improve literacy outcomes. In their review of the literature 
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on reading and school reform, Taylor, Raphael, and Au (2011) explored several examples, 
including the School Change in Reading framework (e.g. Taylor, Pearson, Peterson, & 
Rodriguez, 2005), Middle and High Schools Beating the Odds (Langer, 2000), and Successful 
Elementary Schools in Vermont (e.g. Mosenthal, Lipson, Torncello, Russ, & Mekkelsen, 2004). 
They highlighted six commonalities across these school change efforts, which all required: 1) 
shared understandings of key reform principles, 2) internal commitment to the process of change, 
3) local adaptation to sustain the change process over time, 4) strong building and district 
support, 5) high quality PD in professional learning communities, and 6) development of deeper 
pedagogical content knowledge. As Nielsen, Barry, and Staab (2008) illustrate in their study of 
the Total Literacy Connection model for whole school reform, at the core of such programs is a 
reliance on collaboration to bridge gaps in literacy teacher knowledge. 
One model that is well-vetted in the literature is the Standards-Based Change process 
(SBC; e.g. Au, 2005; Au, Raphael, & Mooney, 2008a; Raphael, 2010). In SBC, external 
facilitators guide schools as they establish a vision for student learning and embark on a long-
term restructuring and change process. SBC has been conceptualized as a social constructivist 
approach to school literacy improvement, building on parallels between the learning of students 
and teachers (Au, Raphael, & Mooney, 2008b). The foundation of a “staircase curriculum” (Au 
& Raphael, 2011) helps teachers to coordinate and align their goals for student learning, 
teaching, and assessment, building curriculum coherence while using data to improve 
instructional decision-making. The process begins with a needs assessment, which is the first 
level of the Seven Level SBC Developmental Model (Raphael, Au, & Goldman, 2009). The 
process then moves to securing resources to support improvement, whole school engagement in 
professional learning communities, and broader family and community engagement. The 
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strength of the SBC process lies in the fact that it is customized to schools, promoting ownership 
and long-term sustainability as curriculum and instruction are tailored to local needs. 
This model has been directly linked to improved student outcomes. At 33 high-poverty 
schools in Hawaii and 10 schools in Chicago, implementing schools saw major growth in student 
reading scores (Au, Raphael, & Mooney, 2008a). Some of this change has been dramatic. For 
instance, students in one Chicago school improved in proficiency on the state reading test from 
26% to 79% (Raphael, 2010). However, the scalability of this model remains in question, as it 
has never been implemented in a district with more than 25 schools. The co-constructed nature of 
SBC also makes it impossible to generalize about effective instructional or organizational 
approaches. The literature gives little detail about literacy teachers’ practice at all; it also fails to 
consider teachers’ perspectives on the model. In spite of these limitations, SBC offer a promising 
vision for school change that is teacher-driven and student-centered, emphasizing fidelity to a 
process rather than to a program. However, in the shadow of the top-down NCLB mandates 
discussed earlier in this review, which emphasize scripted reading curricula as a tool for 
improving literacy outcomes, this approach stands as the exception rather than a rule. 
School and district level efforts to support literacy teacher learning. Other literature has 
detailed local efforts to support literacy teacher professional learning, focused in particular 
schools or districts. These efforts have included common formative assessments, PD for 
discipline-specific literacy instruction, and inquiry communities. 
Common formative assessment. A growing trend is the use of common formative 
assessments in writing (CWAs). Ainsworth (2007) defines common formative assessments as 
“assessments for learning that are collaboratively designed, administered, and scored” by teams 
of teachers (p. 81). They may be used at the school level to facilitate curriculum alignment, data-
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driven decision-making, and dialogue around content standards (Ainsworth, 2007). They may 
also be used at the district level to establish common learning experiences (Psencik & Baldwin, 
2012). As an alternative to top-down reform mandates, common formative assessments are 
designed by teachers, with increased potential for ownership and buy-in (Frey & Fisher, 2009). 
CWAs have the potential to be effective tools for building capacity to teach and assess 
writing, encouraging teachers to take an active role in improving their own writing instruction. 
Involvement in the creation and use of shared writing rubrics and a collaborative process of 
looking at student writing (Baker, Cooperman, & Storandt, 2013) are common features of CWA 
initiatives. Baker et al. (2013) have identified norming, scoring, and calibrating as key 
components in helping teachers respond effectively to student writing. The norming process 
Baker et al. describe involves seven steps: reviewing the process, discussing the prompt, 
reviewing the rubric, reviewing anchor papers, scoring practice papers, comparing scores and 
discussing them, and comparing scores to expert scores. Their Writing Matters initiative 
combined a genre-based CCSS-aligned writing program with a detailed assessment and coaching 
regime across 65 New York City public schools. These schools made substantial gains in 
writing. Baker et al. also found that teachers became more consistent assessors, more insightful 
diagnosticians and instructional decision-makers, and developed a richer common vocabulary 
about data and assessment as a result of participation in the program. They suggest that 
collaborative scoring increased teacher buy-in and facilitated instructional focus on the CCSS. 
Although these results seem promising, there is scant detail to elucidate the impact of 
CWAs on secondary students’ writing. Most research on common formative assessments does 
not focus specifically on writing. The literature downplays the importance of school culture and 
other situational factors shaping professional learning experiences and does not attend to the 
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potential negative implications of standardizing assessment practices. The questions of how 
CWAs can facilitate discipline-specific writing practices, how teachers perceive the impact of 
CWAs, and how to ensure teacher ownership of the process also have yet to be explored.  
Disciplinary literacy professional development. A small body of literature has considered 
high school teachers’ professional learning about disciplinary literacy, framed by the challenges 
of implementing the requirements of the CCSS. Michaelson and Bailey (2016) have described 
how a school district in Wyoming engaged with literacy-focused professional learning in social 
studies, science, and vocational education. They highlighted the central importance of principal 
participation, instructional modeling, collaborative teacher leadership, and a focus on student 
achievement through meaningful data use. Wilder and Herro (2016) have also shown that the 
collaborative deconstruction of disciplinary texts can support content-area teachers in acquiring 
new identities as literacy teachers, which stands as a continued obstacle to the CCSS’ vision for 
literacy across the curriculum. 
Ippolito, Dobbs, Charner-Laird, and Lawrence’s (2016) work with the Content-Area 
Reading Initiative (CARI) is illustrative. Launched in 2012 at a school in Massachusetts, this 
cross-departmental initiative has been expanded to several other schools. The model relies on 
sustained collaboration between content-area teachers, faculty-elected teacher leaders, site-based 
project leaders, and university-level instructional coaches to support “efficient, effective, and 
flexible structures for improving disciplinary literacy instruction in their schools” (Ippolito, 
2013, p. 229). Responsive program planning begins with the Content-Area Literacy Survey to 
gather descriptive data from teachers about their literacy practices and school culture. The model 
has relied on inquiry-based disciplinary professional learning communities to support marrying 
content and literacy instruction (Ippolito, Dobbs, & Charner-Laird, 2014). These communities 
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are led by teacher leaders, rather than instructional coaches, with the assumption that these 
teacher leaders carry content-area expertise and are better positioned to lead from within 
(Charner-Laird, Ippolito, & Dobbs, 2014). This work demonstrates a needed conceptual shift 
from thinking about disciplinary literacy as a technical process of adapting specific disciplinary 
literacy strategies to understanding it as a collaborative process merging intermediate literacy 
and disciplinary practices. It also illustrates the potential of context-emergent PD models which 
allow ideas for approaching disciplinary literacy instruction to arise directly from teachers. 
These programs present a promising vision for disciplinary literacy professional learning, 
which is a pressing need in the CCSS era. However, research is in the early stages. Publication 
has been confined to practitioner journals and trade books (Dobbs, Ippolito, & Charner-Laird, 
2017) geared towards staff development. The literature offers few details on research 
methodology or specific instructional strategies and there is no indication of impact on teacher or 
student learning beyond anecdotal evidence. There is a clear need to articulate rigorous research 
designs to evaluate disciplinary literacy PD if scholars wish to make a case for the effectiveness 
of these models and to disseminate their findings to a wider audience. 
Literacy inquiry communities. As is evident in this literature on disciplinary literacy 
professional learning, many schools and districts have developed collaborative models to engage 
teachers in critical examination of their literacy practices. Building from research on teacher 
learning in communities, which assumes that practitioner research can be a powerful vehicle for 
improving practice and for social change (e.g. Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; Cochran-Smith & 
Lytle, 2009), these models focus on systematic, sustained reflection on practice. 
The foci and findings of studies on literacy inquiry communities have varied widely. 
Stein and D’Amico’s (2002) study of literacy improvement efforts in one New York City district 
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reported a strong link between teacher inquiry and inquiry-based learning in the classroom. 
Through classroom observations, document review, and interviews, they determined that district 
leaders crafted instructional coherence by privileging authentic, social forms of learning. Riley’s 
(2015) study demonstrated how critical inquiry communities can foster critical literacy 
pedagogy, as a teacher study group on adolescent literacy supported her participant in navigating 
the micropolitical dimensions of her teaching context. Steeg’s (2016) study using videos to 
facilitate collaboration between dual-language and ELL teachers captured how teachers revised 
their literacy instruction as they pursued questions emerging from their practice. Wardrip, 
Gomez, and Gomez’s (2015) case study of sixth-grade teachers showed the efficacy of the “work 
circle” approach with the shared aim of improving students’ reading in the content areas, while 
Goldberg, Siegel, and Goldberg’s (2015) work indicated the value of a shared learning focus – in 
their case, argumentative writing – to unite teachers across grade levels and schools. Other 
studies have explored the role of literacy coaches in supporting data-driven decision-making in 
teacher communities (Ittner, Helman, Burns, & McComas, 2015; Marsh, Bertrand, & Huguet, 
2015). Finally, large-scale survey data have established that sustained group learning experiences 
resulted in teachers using specific content literacy strategies more frequently than other in-
service experiences (Mundy, Howe, & Kupczynski, 2015). 
Much of this literature uses “PLCs” to refer to groups of teachers in professional learning 
communities. As Cochran-Smith and Lytle (2009) suggest, this can be a problematic term, as it 
often demarks situations of mandated collaboration which stifle the autonomy required for 
authentic inquiry and for meaningful professional learning. Craig’s (2009) study of one middle 
school PLC engaged in literacy reform serves as a cautionary tale of what can happen when 
teachers collaborate in the service of a top-down agenda: The introduction of an outside staff 
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developer had a deleterious impact on school culture. It is difficult to generalize across research 
grounded in varied and sometimes unstated orientations to teacher inquiry. Many also rely on 
self-report measures. However, together they demonstrate the potential for collaboration to bring 
about changes in practice as much as the necessity of teacher agency in the collaborative process. 
Despite reformers’ growing interest in community-based PD, the communities of practice 
perspective (Wenger, 1998) has rarely been applied to the study of literacy teacher learning. One 
exception is Russell (2015), who used communities of practice to analyze the mentoring 
relationship between a first-year teacher and an ELL specialist, highlighting the shared 
vocabulary they developed for talking about the instructional needs of adolescent ELLs. Most 
relevant to my study, Gallucci (2003) relied on interviews, observations, and document analysis 
in a multi-level case study to explore how communities of practice at two elementary schools 
mediated teachers’ response to reform efforts. She placed these communities of practice on a 
continuum from strong to weak (based on level of influence) and from openness to insularity 
(based on receptivity to new ideas). She found that teachers in weaker communities of practice 
were more likely to implement the new curriculum verbatim and were more compliant with 
district mandates, and that teachers in strong communities that were more insular responded 
more superficially to district mandates, while those in stronger communities of practice were 
able to meaningfully negotiate alignment with reform. She thus concluded that characteristics of 
communities of practice affect teachers’ interpretation of standards-based reform, their exposure 
to learning opportunities, and the changes they make to their practice. She also noted that reform 
associated with the state tests often overpowered community of practice characteristics.  
The six participants in Gallucci’s study were not all literacy teachers, and her study did 
not focus only on literacy. In fact, the article offers limited details about the reform initiatives she 
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was interested in. Moreover, her application of Wenger’s (1998) theory is rendered uncritically; 
she refers to all the groups teachers associate themselves with as “communities of practice,” 
rather that establishing if and how they fit his specific definition. Still, the complexity of her 
analysis illustrates the value of applying sociocultural frameworks to understand changes in 
teacher learning in response to education reform, since it “allows the emergence of the individual 
in play with the social and action in a dialectic with structure” (p. 23). For policymakers and 
school leaders, her study offers useful insight into the characteristics of communities of practice 
that can enable teachers to take ownership over policy mandates. 
While there is minimal research on professional learning experiences to support teachers’ 
understanding of the CCSS, there is some evidence that collaboration and inquiry-based learning 
have been utilized successfully to support teachers’ understanding of the ELA CCSS. Two 
studies (Stahl, 2015; Zimmerman, Litzau, & Murray, 2016) describe the use of anchor texts as 
vehicles for teachers to inquire into the CCSS-emphasized practice of “close reading.” They 
illustrate how anchor texts can function as reference points for professional conversations, 
allowing teachers to develop a shared vocabulary for reading instruction and to hone themselves 
the reading skills they want to teach to students. Through overt processing of the reading 
experience with others, teachers come to develop new mental models for reading. Similarly, Au 
(2013) helped teachers overcome skepticism about the CCSS by collaboratively deconstructing 
the SBAC language arts performance task and looking at student work. Koning, Houghtby, 
Izard, and Schuler (2014) also participated in a Chicago Public School PD series for early 
adopters of the CCSS where teachers co-constructed instructional plans that were aligned with 
the CCSS for reading and writing. The authors indicated that participation in the series 
contributed to comfort with backwards-design unit planning, tighter alignment with the 
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standards, and increased motivation to teach to the standards. These studies suggest that 
individual professional expertise is enhanced when teachers are given the space to work though 
the problems posed by the CCSS together. However, as with the other articles, these claims are 
largely anecdotal. Written with practitioner audiences in mind, this research is not substantiated 
by rigorous methodology or systematic presentation of evidence. 
Implications. As a whole, this research reflects the value of what Russ, Sherin, and 
Sherin (2016) identify as a sociocultural perspective on teacher learning, with the assumption 
that thinking and activity are shaped by the contexts in which they occur and that individuals’ 
use of knowledge is an aspect of their participation in social practices. Not only are these models 
deeply contextualized, but the most successful ones emphasize the five principles that Raphael et 
al. (2014) have attributed to sociocultural frameworks for PD: teacher agency, situated learning, 
dialogical practice, systemic perspectives, and sustainability. The success of these models 
indicates the extent to which effective PD must be attentive to local context, flexible, and 
grounded in teachers needs and interests. It also suggests the transformative power of authentic 
collaboration and the sharing of practice anchored in discussion of student work and content-area 
texts. However, the literature cautions that enacting programs for teacher learning grounded in 
sociocultural principles is a difficult and often messy process which requires long-term 
commitment, strong leadership, the guidance of thought partners, adequate resources, and 
provisions for teacher autonomy. As the creators of the SBC model acknowledge, there is no 
quick fix (Raphael et al., 2009). The shining example of the NWP is 40 years in the works. The 
fact that all the other models, even those privileging systemic approaches, are not generalizable 
beyond small clusters of schools or districts indicates that the scalability issue is still waiting to 
be addressed. The NWP is also the only source of a robust research agenda on writing teacher 
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professional learning. The rest of the literature focuses almost exclusively on reading, and has 
only begun to attend to the issue of disciplinary literacy professional learning, which remains a 
dire need in the CCSS era.  
There are also methodological and theoretical gaps to consider. The salience of 
sociocultural perspectives leaves open the question of what researchers would find if they 
applied cognitive lenses to research design and analysis. The focus on professional learning 
communities, schools, and districts leaves the experiences and thought processes of individual 
teachers unaddressed. Future research should look past the individual/group dichotomy by 
foregrounding teachers’ everyday knowledge and practices, attending to the ways professional 
expertise builds on the broad set of resources that teachers bring to the table (Russ, Sherin, & 
Sherin, 2016). Additionally, in much of this literature, the specifics of literacy instruction and the 
theories of literacy underpinning PD experiences are either not described or clearly reflect the 
sociocultural orientations of the researchers. Often, the researchers are the individuals who have 
designed the professional learning program; therefore, researcher bias must be acknowledged. 
Finally, there is a need for classroom-level research to establish more clearly the impact of PD 
experiences on teachers’ literacy instruction. Despite their limitations, however, these studies 
collectively serve as “existence proofs” (Borko, 2004) that PD, especially when grounded in 
sociocultural perspectives, can positively impact literacy teacher learning. 
Summary of the Literature. This dissertation aimed to explore how members of an 
English department made sense of the CCSS for writing and their school’s attempt to improve 
student writing through the use of discipline-specific, CCSS-aligned CWAs. In order to frame 
this study, I explored the conceptual and empirical literature about teachers’ response to 
implementation of reading policy, high-stakes writing assessment, the CCSS, and professional 
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learning for literacy teachers. In presenting this literature review, I synthesized the literature to 
offer a landscape view of how the teaching of writing has taken shape within the current policy 
context and how writing teachers grapple with the challenges of standards reform. 
As a whole, the research highlighted several key considerations which I foregrounded in 
my study. The salience of sociocultural perspectives threaded throughout the literature on 
policymaking, the writing process, and teacher learning represented a synergy with my 
theoretical frameworks and, as I show in Chapter 3, with my research design. Theoretically, the 
research pointed to the value of using sense-making to surface the many factors that mediate 
teachers’ implementation of education policy. However, I found the situational dimensions of the 
sense-making process to be undertheorized. I saw the need for research attending in a more 
nuanced way to how learning is shaped by group interaction and how professional and 
disciplinary identity factor into this process. It was this I hoped to achieve by combining sense-
making (Spillane et al., 2002) with a communities of practice perspective (Wenger, 1998). 
I also found a lack of research on teachers’ responses to the CCSS and the writing 
standards in particular. This is concerning, given the incontrovertible evidence that standardized 
writing assessments are having a deleterious impact on writing teachers and writing instruction. 
Given the high stakes attached to CCSS-aligned writing assessments and the fact that the CCSS 
is the first large-scale attempt to standardize the teaching of writing in the U.S., there is a 
pressing need to explore how the standards are being implemented. For example, I came across 
no research addressing how teachers have responded to the disciplinary focus of the CCSS, 
which encompasses major instructional shifts. This is to suggest that if policymakers do not 
begin considering teachers’ perspectives on the CCSS, they risk the standards being adopted in 
ways they had not intended – or not at all. It was with this imperative that I pursued my study. 
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CHAPTER 3 
Research Design: A Departmental Case Study of Writing Reform 
Using concepts from theories related to sense-making (Spillane et al., 2002) and 
communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), this dissertation asked how English teachers at one 
urban high school made sense of the school’s CCSS-aligned Common Writing Assessment 
initiative. As I discussed in Chapter 1, this study was intended to cultivate deeper understanding 
of how writing reform is implemented at the local level given the increased attention to writing 
in federal and state education policy, as well as how to better support teachers in discipline-
specific writing pedagogy in ELA and other subject areas. To explore writing reform at the 
school, department, and classroom levels, I employed a case study design (Stake, 2003) and 
utilized ethnographic methods (Atkinson, 2015), treating the English department as a case of 
localized writing reform. In what follows, I offer an overview of the study design and my 
rationale for it. I also provide a detailed description of the research context, my participants, and 
my selection process. I then outline my data sources and analytic plan. I conclude by addressing 
issues of research validity, ethics, and positionality 
Study Design 
 As discussed in Chapter 2, teachers’ voices are frequently left out of conversations about 
education policy (Olsen & Kirtman, 2002; Stern, 2016). The few studies on teachers’ views 
about current school reform have relied on surveys and questionnaires (e.g. Kane et al., 2016; 
Kiuhara, Graham, & Hawken, 2009; Parke, Lane, & Stone, 2006; Thompson et al., 2016) to 
quantify teachers’ perspectives on a large scale. This research has focused on teacher attitudes as 
the central component in teacher cognition. Other researchers (e.g. Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006; 
Booher-Jennings, 2005; Coburn, 2001; Datnow & Castellano, 2000; Gallucci, 2003; McCarthey, 
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2008) have utilized interviews to elicit teachers’ views on policy mandates. Due to logistical 
constraints, studies on school reform have rarely incorporated observational methods to explore 
implementation as context-specific and culturally embedded. Additionally, reliance on time-
bounded methods has led to snapshot pictures of school reform that are fragmented and 
incohesive, often losing the thread of teachers’ narratives. Such approaches fail to acknowledge 
that school improvement efforts take time and that the influence of policy on teachers’ practice 
may not be apparent with one-shot data collection methods. Studies incorporating longitudinal 
perspectives, particularly sustained observation (e.g. Agee, 2004; Coburn, 2004; Coburn & Stein, 
2006), illustrate the value of long-term engagement in the research context to explore the 
complex ways that individual teacher characteristics interact with school, district, and policy 
level factors and how teachers’ knowledge, attitudes, and instruction change over time as a result 
of school reform initiatives. To truly understand implementation as it relates to teachers’ 
professional learning necessitates taking this longer view of school reform. 
 Consequently, my study relied on a longitudinal case study design. Stake (2003) 
identifies several major conceptual responsibilities of the case study researcher. These include: 
bounding the case and conceptualizing the object of study; selecting phenomena, themes, or 
issues to emphasize; seeking patterns of data to develop the issues; triangulating key 
observations and bases for interpretation; selecting alternative interpretations to pursue; and 
developing assertions or generalizations about the case. As Stake (2006) suggests, case study 
design allows researchers to consider the particularities of a single case and creates the space for 
broader themes to emerge in the process of data collection, interpretation, and analysis. Yin 
explains similarly that “the distinctive need for case study research arises out of the desire to 
understand complex social phenomena, allowing investigators to focus on a ‘case’ and retain a 
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holistic and real-world perspective” (2014). In my research study, the English department was 
my unit of analysis (Yin, 2014), serving as a case of writing reform. As I describe shortly, 
individual department members who I identify throughout this dissertation as “key informants” 
served descriptive and illustrative roles, providing further insight into sense-making processes 
and community interactions in the department. 
I designed this dissertation as a case study to foreground the particularities of human 
experience. In case study research, through the construction of the case narrative, the reader is 
provided an opportunity to inhabit the position of the participant vicariously, cultivating 
awareness and understanding of his perspective. This methodological affordance was integral to 
my research agenda; teacher voices have too long been neglected in education policy debates, 
and as Stake (2003) suggests, “the extension of experience through case study research has the 
potential to be a disciplined force in public policy setting” (p. 156). Case studies also have 
special value for refining theory and suggesting complexities for further investigation, which I 
saw as aims of this study. Since research on disciplinary literacy in ELA and on the CCSS 
remains underdeveloped, case study design stood out to me as a potentially useful tool for theory 
building. My multi-focal research design (Borko, 2004), relying on key individuals as informants 
while also considering the department as my unit of analysis, also aligned with the multiple 
theoretical perspectives informing the study. It allowed me to unpack the writing knowledge 
possessed by individual teachers while also treating this knowledge as collective and situated. 
Additionally, my research relied on ethnographic methods (e.g. Atkinson, 2015). 
McQuillan, Muncey, and Hicks (1987) identify several key characteristics of ethnography as 
traditionally used by anthropologists, including participant observation, holism, thick 
description, relativism (the suspension of moral and esthetic judgment), long-term involvement, 
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and methodological eclecticism. Atkinson (2015) characterizes the logic of ethnography as 
essentially abductive, which fits with case study design. Abductive reasoning presumes a cyclical 
relationship between ideas and knowledge in the logic of scientific discovery, such that the 
researcher considers the general pattern or configuration that might give rise to the observed 
phenomena. On the basis of ethnographic observation, the observer draws out patterns and 
attempts to answer the question “What might this be a case of?” 
My study was not an ethnography in the way it has conventionally been defined by 
cultural anthropologists (see Eisenhart, 2001a). However, I used ethnographic methods and 
abductive reasoning to inform participant selection, data collection, analysis, interpretation, and 
ethical considerations. Because ethnography understands research to be socially constructed and 
treats meaning-making as a social process, I felt it was particularly well-suited for the study of 
sense-making (Spillane et al., 2002), aligning with a sociocultural view of learning (Wenger, 
1998). While ethnographic research seeks a deep understanding of culture through immersion in 
the social worlds of participants, it also recognizes the partiality of any knowledge that may be 
constructed from this research and the subjective nature of all research. Like sense-making 
(Spillane et al., 2002) and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), it suggests that all humans, 
including researchers, interpret and make meaning from experience based on their social 
positions and their interactions with others. As Rabinow (1977) explains, 
We can pretend that we are neutral scientists collecting unambiguous data and that the 
people we are studying are living amid various unconscious systems of determining 
forces of which they have no clue and to which only they have the key. But it is only 
pretense. The “facts” of anthropology, the material which the anthropologist has gone to 
the field to find, are already themselves interpretations. The baseline data is already 
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culturally mediated by the people whose culture we, as anthropologists, have come to 
explore. Facts are made, and the facts we interpret are made and remade. (pp. 150-152) 
Creating the space for multiple perspectives and pursuing a more inclusive research agenda are 
central to the project of humanist ethnography, which aspires to preserve the local in its 
particularity while also seeing research as a vehicle for larger social change (Atkinson, 2015). 
This methodology also encompassed my own positionality in the work, as I discuss later. 
I found a humanist ethnographic perspective to be especially appropriate for the current 
cultural moment. As Eisenhart (2001a) argues, the conditions of postmodernity and new patterns 
of migration, work, and community life in the age of globalization pose challenges to 
conventional ethnographic conceptions of culture as bounded and experienced uniformly across 
social groups. Rather, educational ethnographers should consider “the simultaneous existence of 
multiple (and sometimes competing) cultural resources in a single situation and the temporally 
and spatially dispersed networks that provide them” (Nespor, 1997, p. xiii) if they hope to 
encompass a more porous and fluid view of culture. As such, my methodology cohered with my 
theoretical frameworks, which both assume that culture exists in the materials and networks that 
support meaning-making exchanges across groups at different levels of the social system. 
To account for a more expansive view of culture as constantly evolving, my data 
collection process was iterative (Creswell, 2014) and longitudinal. Multiple sources of data – 
specifically in-depth interviews, think alouds, participant observation, and school documents – 
were used to build the case in four cycles of data collection, corresponding with four academic 
quarters, during which I was immersed in the life of the school (see Table 4). Data collection and 
analysis were carried out in a simultaneous manner (Strauss and Corbin, 1990), as data from 
each cycle were used to design and revise instruments for data collection at the next stage of the 
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study. This dynamic process allowed me to maintain the methodological flexibility necessary for 
deep ethnographic work (Eisenhart, 2001b), recognizing the natural evolution of the school 
context. There was also alignment between my choice of what to study – the case – and my 
selection of ethnographic methods, in that both reflected a constructivist orientation. As Stake 
(2003) argues, ethnographic case studies require accurate description; systematic, yet subjective 
analysis; an investment in multiple perspectives; and a commitment to representation of the 
local. For case study and for ethnography, research is never neutral, but always socially 
constructed and fundamentally interpretative. In designing my study and analytic procedures, I 
drew from Charmaz’s (2000) description of constructivist qualitative research, which – as a 
middle ground between postmodernism and positivism – “assumes the relativism of multiple 
social realities, recognizes the mutual construction of knowledge by the researcher and the 
participants, and aims towards interpretive understanding of participants’ meanings” (p. 510). 
School Context 
 Overview. This dissertation study was conducted at the Adams School,1 a public high 
school in Springdale, a large urban district in the Northeast. The school’s mission statement 
describes it as a “diverse, supportive community of learners that engages in a rigorous and 
comprehensive Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics program integrated with 
Humanities. Our college-preparatory [special-admissions] school enables our students to reach 
their full potential and become leaders who will shape the direction of society.” While this 
statement indicates Adams’ commitment to math and science education, resourcing issues have 
contributed to its struggle to solidify an identity as a premier school for science, technology, 
mathematics, and engineering. It is one of three special-admissions schools in the district and all 
                                                        
1 All names are pseudonyms. 
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students are admitted based on scores on the Independent School Entrance Exam. Most students 
are therefore self-selected as academically high achieving. However, since students come from 
all across the city, there is a wide variation in their prior schooling experiences. Because Adams 
is less established than the other special-admissions schools in the district and historically has not 
performed as well on state exams, it is perceived as less competitive. Many students attend 
Adams not because of the programs offered, but because they were not admitted to the other 
special-admissions schools. Students and teachers at Adams resist comparison to the other two 
schools and position themselves in opposition to the special-admissions legacy, which they 
perceive as elitist. The school takes pride in recent academic improvements, which were 
significant enough to warrant a move from Level 2 to Level 1 by state accountability metrics. 
 Demographics. While admissions dynamics have presented challenges in terms of 
school identity, they have also contributed to a diverse student body whose demographics are 
reflective of the district as a whole. The city in which the school is located has an economically, 
racially, culturally, and ethnically diverse population of approximately 617,000 people and is 
considered a majority-minority city, with a growing number of foreign-born residents and 
increasing trends of segregation in terms of housing and socioeconomic status. In the 2015-2016 
school year, when this study was conducted, Adams enrolled 1,415 students in grades 7-12. 54% 
of its students were female and 46% were male. 36% of its students identified as African 
American, 22% as Asian, 30% as Hispanic/Latinx, 1.8% as Multiracial, 0.2% as Native 
American, 0.1% as Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander, and 11% as White. Since 2010, the 
enrollment at Adams has increased by 150-200 students due to greater retention. While this 
growth is welcomed by the school, it has also presented difficulties in terms of class size and 
facilities management. The school receives Title I funding, with over 40% of its students 
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considered to be “economically disadvantaged” and nearly half categorized as “high needs.” An 
equally diverse faculty – 42% African American, 7% Asian, 14% Hispanic/Latinx, and 37% 
White – constitutes my population of interest. In 2015-2016, there were 78 teachers at Adams for 
a student to teacher ratio of 17.4:1. The maximum number of students allowed in any class is 28 
for middle school and 31 for high school. Teachers teach four out of six periods each day and 
most are responsible for around 100 students. School is in session for 180 days per year. 
It is important to note that there was a great deal of administrative turnover at Adams 
before and during this study which had major implications for the English department. The 
school has had four different headmasters (or principals) in the past ten years. The most recent 
headmaster left in July of 2016 to take a job as an assistant superintendent in a different district. 
A new headmaster, formerly at a smaller district school, now serves in this role. The program 
director for English, responsible for organizing all ELA curriculum, instruction, and teacher 
evaluations, retired in November of 2016. A new program director – also a teacher in the 
department - was not hired until March of 2017, in the middle of the study. Additionally, the lead 
teacher for the department was new to her role in the year of this study. 
Curriculum. The curriculum at Adams is reported to be typical for the district. All 
students in 7th and 8th grade take English, science, and history as well as a double-period math 
class every day. They also have physical education and music on alternate days. At the high 
school level, all students must earn a passing grade in four years of English, science, and math, 
three years of history and a world language, and half year each of art, physical education, health, 
and technology. Adams offers a range of honors and Advanced Placement (AP) classes. Due to 
the open enrollment policy for APs, most students take at least one before graduating. All 
students are required to achieve proficiency on the state exam for 10th grade in order to graduate.  
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Professional development. Faculty members at Adams are required by the district to 
participate in PD. 30 hours of this is mandated whole school PD, which occurs after school; 
additionally, teachers in each department participate in weekly Common Planning Time (CPT), 
which I discuss in more detail later in the section on the English department. PD at Adams is 
planned by the school’s ILT, which is responsible for supporting growth around the school’s 
instructional focus. According to the guidelines provided to Adams by the district, “An 
instructional focus is an observable and specific change in teaching that will address an 
achievement gap and which applies to every teacher in the school.” The instructional focus is 
intended to “narrow and intensify elements of the school’s work” and is captured in the school 
improvement plan. During year of this study, Adams’ ILT worked to identify and refine the 
school’s instructional focus. After engaging in an action research cycle, the ILT decided on the 
following area of focus: “Teachers will create opportunities for students to make their thinking 
visible (verbally or in writing) by supporting their ideas with details, examples, and/or evidence.” 
Across departments, this was interpreted as a need to increase students’ proficiency with 
evidence-based writing and support argumentative writing skills. In important ways, both of 
these structures for professional learning – CPT and the ILT– influenced implementation of the 
school’s writing initiative, on which my research centered. 
Writing initiative. The major reform initiative at Adams, which I focused on in my 
study, was the school-wide writing initiative. Large-scale performance data suggest that writing 
has long been a weak area for the district, and for the Adams School in particular. In the two 
years prior to this study, efforts in school improvement and professional learning at Adams were 
driven by a focus on common formative writing assessments (referred to by teachers as CWAs or 
“formatives”). Based on students’ poor performance on state writing measures, the old 
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headmaster set a school-wide goal for 2014-2015 to “increase our students’ content-specific 
writing skills and thus prepare them for college-level and career-aligned writing in each 
discipline, as delineated in standards and assessments (e.g. the Common Core, MCAS).” This 
priority overlapped with the state’s adoption of the CCSS. In departments, teachers designed 
grade-specific writing prompts to be evaluated with a common rubric. Prompts were 
administered at three points throughout the year at every grade level and in every subject area. In 
2015-2016, the focus was on revising the prompts and adapting the common rubric to emphasize 
discipline-specific writing, with the bulk of PD and CPT designated for discussing and 
modifying prompts and rubrics and norming scoring practices. Departments also established 
growth targets for student performance on CWAs as a component of their professional learning 
goals. Teachers submitted CWA scores as artifacts for the district’s teacher evaluation system, 
along with reflections on how the data was used to inform their writing instruction. During the 
year of this study, departments continued with norming assessments and revising their rubrics. 
 Importantly, the English department faced major changes to the writing initiative at the 
beginning of the 2016-2017 school year. The program director made the decision that instead of 
teacher-designed materials, the English department would use prompts and rubrics from 
standardized writing assessments for the three CWAs. Seventh- and eighth-grade teachers were 
required to administer PARCC literary analysis tasks for their grade, ninth- and tenth-grade 
teachers were required to administer long prompts for the tenth grade state exam, and eleventh- 
and twelfth-grade teachers were required to administer writing prompts for the SAT. The 
decision to rely on high-stakes assessments rather than teacher-developed materials offered me a 
unique opportunity to examine the implications of standardized writing tests and brought 
concerns around standardization and accountability to the forefront of my study. A list of  
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TABLE	1.	COMMON	WRITING	ASSESSMENTS	USED	BY	GRADE	LEVEL		Grade	7	 Partnership	for	Assessment	of	Readiness	for	College	and	Careers	Narrative	Writing	Task	Grade	8	 Partnership	for	Assessment	of	Readiness	for	College	and	Careers	Literary	Analysis	Task	Grade	9	 Massachusetts	Comprehensive	Assessment	System	ELA	Long	Composition	Grade	10	 Massachusetts	Comprehensive	Assessment	System	ELA	Long	Composition	Grade	11	 SAT	Essay	or	Advanced	Placement	Language	and	Composition	Essay	Grade	12	 SAT	Essay	or	Advanced	Placement	Literature	and	Composition	Essay	
 
assessments and corresponding grade levels is provided in Table 1. 
 
Rationale. The research site was chosen for several reasons. In part, Adams was selected 
because I had easy access, which Stake (2003) identifies as a key consideration in selection of 
the case. I completed my practicum in school leadership at Adams during the 2015-2016 school 
year and I continue to enjoy an amicable relationship with the teachers and administrators there. 
As I discuss later in this chapter, the connections I have built at the school and my insider 
knowledge of the school culture were invaluable resources in planning and carrying out this 
study. That the school was one of the few in the district to have a formal, school-based writing 
initiative in place provided a unique opportunity to consider writing reform at the local level. 
Because both teacher and student demographics at Adams are diverse, the school also provided a 
generative space to explore the implications of writing reform for a wide range of teachers and 
students. Finally, although the school is perceived to be relatively high achieving and 
consequently feels minimal pressure from the district to improve outcomes for students, the 
dynamics of the special-admissions network have fostered increased attention to high-stakes 
testing. It was my sense that the influence of accountability structures and other policy systems 
would be magnified in this environment in a way that would be telling. 
The English Department 
 Demographics. The Adams English department is characterized by several features that 
made it an illuminating case for this research study. Because it is a large department, consisting 
of 16 members, there was ample opportunity to observe interactions between individual teachers 
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and in micro-communities or sub groups within the department (Coburn & Stein, 2006). The fact 
that the English department had a common writing assessment initiative in the past, before it was 
a school-wide initiative, meant that there was a reform history for me to unravel. Additionally, 
many of the teacher participants were involved with other learning communities in the school 
and across the district – such as the ILT or district-sponsored PD – which allowed me to explore 
their roles as brokers and boundary-crossers in professional learning (Wenger, 1998).  
The diversity of teachers in the department in terms of age, sex, race, ethnicity, and 
teaching experience made it a revealing microcosm of the district’s teaching corps and urban 
teaching writ large. The turnover in leadership also constituted a unique, if complicating, 
contextual factor influencing reform efforts in the department. In this sense, I considered the 
department typical, reflecting the high rate of leadership attrition at urban schools. My prior 
experience with the department also indicated that, while individual teachers were highly 
committed to their students and were effective instructors, interpersonal and institutional tensions 
left department members not entirely receptive to major change initiatives, particularly if they 
came as top-down mandates. Again, this made the department a typical, if complicated, space to 
study school reform efforts, magnifying issues of professional culture. 
Curriculum. Adams’ English curriculum is dictated by the district curriculum map, 
which has been adapted into a school-specific guide for the department. While this document is 
highly detailed, at almost 300 pages, there is a general acknowledgement that it is never used. 
My prior experience at the school indicated that it was rarely, if ever, referenced at department 
meetings. The department mission, stated in the ELA Curriculum Guide, reads as follows: 
The Mission of the English Department of the [Adams School] is to develop the critical 
thinking skills of all of our students, and prepare them for the literacy, research and 
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communication expectations of college and the careers of the 21st century. We are 
committed to the highest achievement of each student through the exploration of 
literature, research, and oral and written expression. Through the exploration of diverse 
literatures students will develop critical reading and thinking skills and see the world 
through a global lens. Our graduates will possess an appreciation for literature, and an 
ability to communicate their ideas effectively. [Adams] English students will use these 
skills for the betterment of [Adams], local and global communities of the 21st century. 
The curriculum guide also includes details such as rubrics for 21st century skills (e.g. 
communication, research, technology use, problem solving), summer reading assignments and 
assessments, specific grammar skills and idioms to be taught at each grade level, and 
recommended texts with corresponding objectives and activities. 
Research paper. Additionally, the curriculum guide specifies requirements for the 
departmental research paper. This paper, which began as a school level initiative five years ago, 
is assigned in ELA classes at Adams at every grade level and is a promotion requirement for all 
English classes in grades 9-12. The curriculum guide describes the purpose of this paper: 
Students will address research questions by taking a position on a topic. They will prove 
their theses with specific supporting evidence. They will credit their sources using MLA 
citations. They will upload their final draft to the turnitin.com site, licensed by the school. 
By mastering the process, our students will be better prepared for what they will be 
required to do in college and will gain the skills necessary for lifelong learning. Though 
in earlier grades, teachers should pose research questions for students who will then 
create theses by their responses to those questions. By grade twelve, students may pose 
their own research questions and related theses in response to teacher requirements. 
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The rationale for the paper is aligned with the school’s commitment to “developing students as 
21st century researchers.” Although the research paper has high stakes for students (promotion to 
the next grade), my prior experience at Adams indicated that completion rates for the assignment 
were low. In informal conversations, the lead English teacher attributed this to the fact that 
expectations for the assignment varied by teacher. She also expressed concerns that there were 
no agreed-upon criteria for evaluating the paper. Consequently, she made revision of the research 
paper assignment a major focus of CPT during the year of this study. 
Common Planning Time. Based on the superintendent’s “100-Day Plan” released in 
July of 2015, all schools were required by the district to provide evidence of programming 
geared towards building a culture of collaboration across the school community. Adams 
therefore established collaboration as one of the priorities for the 2015-2016 school year, stating 
in the school goals document that “We believe adult collaboration and learning are key levers in 
improving instruction and student outcomes.” To pursue this goal, the former headmaster 
established the CPT initiative. Teachers’ schedules were rearranged to allow one period a week 
when all teachers in the same department were free. During this time, teachers were required to 
meet in departments to discuss issues related to curriculum, instruction, and assessment. In the 
English department, this time usually consisted of work related to the writing initiative, summer 
reading assignments, and the research paper. Agendas for meetings were set and facilitated 
collaboratively by the lead teacher and program director for each department. CPT work 
culminated in presentations at an end-of-the-year PD session. This initiative was still in place 
during the 2016-2017 school year and observations of English CPT served as a major data source 
for my study, as I describe shortly. 
Rationale. My decision to focus on the English department as a unit of analysis was 
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informed by my interest in disciplinary literacy in ELA and my own experiences as a high school 
English teacher and teacher educator. However, this decision also reflected my sense that the 
department, as an analytic unit, has been understudied in contemporary education research. 
There has been a consensus among scholars studying school organization that high schools are 
fundamentally different from elementary schools, due largely to departmental specialization 
(McLaughlin & Talbert, 1990). Yet, very little is known about how specific departments actually 
function. School departments have been said to have different character aspects – English, for 
example, being less conservative than other departments (Lightfoot, 1983). High school teachers 
appear to identify themselves, and are identified, as subject specialists with particular skills and 
values, and are most likely to associate with departmental colleagues (Lortie, 1975; McLaughlin, 
1987). Johnson (1990) found that non-academic departments were of lower status and that 
members of different departments were involved to varying degrees in sequencing courses, 
writing and amending curricula, selecting textbooks, setting and maintaining standards for their 
own performance, and providing professional support. Siskin (1991) concluded that departments 
had distinctive subject subcultures and administrative units with separate languages and 
specialized references. She determined that English departments exercised the most autonomy 
with curriculum and the most heterogeneous grouping techniques due to their large class sizes. 
Although school departments shape instruction in many ways, there is a lack of current 
research on academic departments. This trend may reflect heightened interest in the content of 
the disciplines themselves, rather than how school subjects function organizationally. However, 
the school change literature suggests that implementation cannot be understood apart from 
school organization. Furthermore, the increased importance of standardized testing in schools 
has fundamentally changed the dynamics of departments, as policy and accountability structures 
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elevate certain subjects over others. Thus, through this study, I aimed to better understand how 
English and other departments operate in a modern reform context. 
Participants 
 The unit of analysis for this case study was the English department at the Adams School. 
Thus, my participants were 16 members of the Adams English department. These members 
included teachers of ELA spanning grades seven through 12, department leaders (who were also 
teachers), and long-term substitutes. Two department members declined to participate in the 
study. From this larger group, three key informants were purposively selected to provide for 
more intensive study of the case. Their selection was guided by Stake’s (2003) assertion that 
opportunity to learn is a superior criterion to representativeness – that is, participants who are the 
most accessible and most open will be the most illuminating. I also followed Eisenhart’s (2001b) 
suggestion that in ethnography, a diverse sample is essential for addressing the multiple 
perspectives required to incorporate an expansive view of culture. I solicited individual teacher 
volunteers during an English department meeting early in the school year. I selected my key 
informants according to the following criteria: 
1. Stated interest in the teaching of writing, commitment to improving writing 
instruction and, subsequently, excitement about the study. 
2. Experience with the writing initiative for at least one of the years it had been in place. 
3. Availability for interviews and think alouds. 
4. Maximization of sample diversity (e.g. grade levels taught, years of teaching 
experience, gender, and racial and/or ethnic diversity), with the aim of selecting one 
teacher of middle school, one teacher of underclassmen, and one teacher of 
upperclassmen, since they were all using different assessments. 
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5. Three English department leaders (specifically the lead teacher and the current and 
former program directors) and three building-level administrators (specifically an 
assistant principal and the current and former headmasters) were asked directly to 
participate, with the understanding of school leaders’ importance in shaping reform 
implementation (e.g. Coburn, 2005). 
One possible limitation of this purposive selection process was that teachers who knew me best 
may have been likelier to volunteer. However, purposeful selection fits with an ethnographic 
perspective that favors unique, situated experiences rather than a representative sample 
(Atkinson, 2015). Providing for multiple perspectives allowed me to construct a nuanced picture 
of writing reform in the department. The three participants selected as key informants were 
Jaclyn, Mike, and Tess. These teachers represented a range in terms of their ages, races, 
ethnicities, years of teaching experience, and grades taught. A list of demographic information 
for these key informants and other participating teachers and school leaders is provided in Tables 
2 and 3. Teachers also serving in roles as school leaders are included in both tables. 
TABLE	2.	TEACHER	PARTICIPANTS	
Name	 Gender	 Self-Identified	Race/Ethnicity	 Age	 Grades	Taught2	 Years	of	Experience	Amy	 F	 White	 34	 9th	 11	years	Christine	 F	 White	 33	 10th,	11th	 6	years	Dana	 F	 White	 35	 9th	 9	years	Don	 M	 White	 54	 9th	 15	years	Gloria	 F	 Black	 31	 12th,	AP	Literature	 6	years	Hazel	 F	 Black	 65	 11th	 35	years	Isabel	 F	 Latina	 28	 8th	 6	years	Jaclyn	 F	 Black	 25	 10th,	AP	Language	 2	years	Kevin	 M	 Black	 30	 7th	 4	years	Kiara	 F	 Black/Latina	 36	 10th	 9	years	Mike	 M	 White	 45	 11th	 14	years	Oliver	 M	 White	 27	 10th	 3	years	Percy	 M	 Black	 37	 12th,	AP	Literature	 7	years	Renata	 F	 Black	 51	 11th	 20	years	Summer	 F	 Black	 41	 9th	 3	years	Tess	 F	 White	 34	 8th	 10	years	
	
                                                        
2 Grade levels have been altered to protect participants’ anonymity. 
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TABLE	3.	SCHOOL	LEADER	PARTICIPANTS	
Name	 Gender	 Self-Identified	
Race/Ethnicity	
Age	 Leadership	Role	 Years	of	
Experience3	Amy	 F	 White	 34	 Department	leader	 11	years	Charlotte	 F	 White	 34	 Building-level	administrator	 6	years	Dana	 F	 White	 35	 Department	leader	 9	years	Evonne	 F	 White	 45	 Building-level	administrator	 10	years	Hazel	 F	 Black	 65	 Department	leader	 35	years	Lillian	 F	 Black	 45	 Building-level	administrator	 11	years	
	
Key:	Yellow	-	Key	informants	 Blue	-	Teaching	schedule	did	not	allow	for	attendance	at	Common	Planning	Time		
Primary Data Sources 
 My case was built around four main sources of qualitative data collected throughout the 
school year. I also gathered supplemental data to provide additional context for the study. Data 
were nested at the classroom, department, and school level. A list of primary and secondary data 
sources and the data collection timeline are included as Tables 4 and 5, respectively. 
TABLE	4.	PRIMARY	DATA	SOURCES	
Interviews		 First	Quarter	 Second	Quarter	 Third	Quarter	 Fourth	Quarter	ELA	Teacher	1	 X	 	 	 X	ELA	Teacher	2	 X	 	 	 X	ELA	Teacher	3	 X	 	 	 X	Lead	Teacher	for	ELA	 X	 	 	 X	Program	Director	 X	 	 	 X	
Think	Alouds		 First	Quarter	 Second	Quarter	 Third	Quarter	 Fourth	Quarter	ELA	Teacher	1	 X	 X	 X	 	ELA	Teacher	2	 X	 X	 X	 	ELA	Teacher	3	 X	 X	 X	 	Observations		 First	Quarter	 Second	Quarter	 Third	Quarter	 Fourth	Quarter	Common	Planning	Time	 7	 3	 3	 7	
	
Artifacts		 Agendas	 Power	Points	 Instructional	Resources	 Student	Work	Common	Planning	Time	 X	 X	 X	 X	Think	Alouds	 	 	 	 X	
	
TABLE	5.	SECONDARY	DATA	SOURCES	
Administrator	Interviews		 First	Quarter	 Second	Quarter	 Third	Quarter	 Fourth	Quarter	Headmaster	 X	 	 	 	
                                                        
3 Includes teaching and leadership. 
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Assistant	Headmaster	 X	 	 	 	Former	Headmaster	 	 	 X	 	
	
Artifacts		 Agendas	 Power	Points	 Instructional	Resources	 Student	Work	Whole	School	PD	 X	 X	 X	 	
 
Observations of department meetings. On a bi-weekly basis throughout the school 
year, I attended sessions of CPT for the English department, lasting approximately 50 minutes. I 
engaged in these meetings as a participant observer. Glesne (2010) describes this as a position in 
ethnographic research from which the researcher observes, systematically experiences, 
consciously records, constantly analyzes, and engages in self-reflection about the activities of a 
particular research context. I applied what Glesne describes as an ethnographic field-noting 
technique to maintain a running record of dialogue, activities, and other social interactions 
throughout CPT. I used a two-column template to write down low-inference descriptions of my 
observations alongside my questions and wonderings as I observed. According to Seale (2012), 
low-inference description involves “recording observations in terms that are as concrete as 
possible, including verbatim accounts of what people say…rather than the researcher’s general 
reconstructions of the general sense of what people said” (p. 148). Although no act of 
observation can be completely separated from the observer’s underlying assumptions and biases, 
this approach allowed me to retain a productive distance from my participants while I observed. I 
also collected all materials distributed at CPT meetings to include in my analysis. 
English teacher interviews. To account for the fact that sense-making may not be made 
visible through observations alone (Spillane, 2004), my three key informants were interviewed at 
the beginning and end of the school year. These interviews lasted between 60 and 90 minutes; in 
some cases, they were split into multiple sessions to account for teachers’ schedules. The initial 
interview protocol was semi-structured and designed based on my own experiences at the school 
and my prior knowledge of the writing initiative, as well as the literature I reviewed on 
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disciplinary literacy and school reform. The protocol focused on teachers’ experiences with the 
writing initiative, but also included more general questions about writing instruction and 
professional learning opportunities at the school. The initial protocol was piloted with a member 
of the department who was not selected for study as a key informant. The design of the final 
interview protocol, which was also semi-structured, was iterative, based on my ongoing data 
collection. To develop the final protocol, I reread the analytic memos I had written after each site 
visit to examine emerging patterns. From these memos, I identified specific areas in need of 
further exploration, which informed my interview questions. Again, I piloted the protocol with 
another department member. The interviews were audio recorded, supplemented with field notes, 
and transcribed for analysis. Teacher interview protocols are included as Appendix A. 
English department leader interviews. I also interviewed the program director and lead 
teacher for English at the beginning and end of the school year. These interviews lasted between 
60 and 90 minutes. The initial interview with the program director was conducted in two shorter 
sessions due to scheduling limitations. The initial interview protocols were semi-structured and 
included questions about participants’ experiences with the department, the ELA curriculum at 
Adams, and their perceptions of the writing initiative. These questions derived from the literature 
on teacher professional learning in communities and from my prior experiences at Adams. 
Again, the design of the final, semi-structured interview protocol for English department leaders 
was iterative, based on my ongoing data collection and emergent findings in my memos. Both 
the initial and final protocols were piloted with a practicing administrator at a different school 
about an analogous school-wide initiative. Notably, since the program director retired in the 
middle of the study, I conducted the final interview with her replacement, also a teacher in the 
department. The interviews were audio recorded, supplemented with field notes, and transcribed 
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for analysis. Department leader interview protocols are included as Appendix B. 
Think alouds. Research indicates that administering think aloud protocols which give 
shape to teacher cognition is a promising and underutilized method in the study of teacher sense-
making (e.g. Spence, 2010). As such, I engaged in think aloud procedures with my three key 
informants around student responses to each of the three administrations of the CWAs. van 
Someren, Barnard, and Sandberg (1994) have identified thinking aloud as an effective method 
for eliciting cognitive processes and problem-solving strategies. To these ends, I asked each 
teacher to bring CWA writing samples from three students who were followed throughout the 
study. I directed each teacher to select one low-, middle-, and high-scoring student. Thus, their 
selection reflects teachers’ subjective perceptions of students’ abilities. Teachers were asked to 
give feedback following their typical procedures for responding to students’ writing and to bring 
copies of these writing samples and other relevant materials (e.g. rubrics, prompts, additional 
drafts of the writing) to the think aloud session, along with an extra writing sample to practice 
with. Notably, some writing samples were handwritten while others were typed. To ensure that 
teachers had adequate familiarity with the writing samples, I aimed to conduct the think alouds 
as closely to the administration of the CWAs as teachers’ schedules would allow. In all but one 
instance, the think alouds were conducted within two weeks of administration. 
The initial think aloud protocol was piloted, again with another department member. At 
the first think aloud session, teachers were given the opportunity to practice thinking aloud with 
the extra writing sample they brought to ensure they were comfortable with the process. I also 
asked teachers to describe the students they selected and their strengths and weaknesses as 
writers. I gave teachers time to re-read students’ writing and refamiliarize themselves with the 
comments they had made. Then, I used their comments along with the prompt and rubric to 
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guide them in thinking aloud about the feedback they provided, with the goal of making visible 
their thought processes in responding to the writing. Since the think alouds occurred after 
teachers had given feedback on the assessments, the protocol fit van Someren et al.’s description 
of a retrospective verbal report. I concluded the second and third protocol with a broad set of 
questions about the student participant’s development as a writer over the year. Notably, in the 
instance of one key informant (Tess) who was on maternity leave for part of the study, I was 
unable to conduct a third think aloud. However, we discussed her general impressions of her 
students’ performance on the third assessment as part of her final interview protocol. The think 
alouds were audio recorded, transcribed, and supplemented with field notes and annotations on 
the writing samples. The think aloud protocol is included as Appendix D. 
Secondary Data Sources  
Administrator interviews. Using semi-structured protocols, I also interviewed the 
current headmaster, assistant headmaster, and the former headmaster. These interviews lasted 
between 40 and 75 minutes. The current headmaster’s interview was conducted in two separate 
sessions due to scheduling conflicts. The purpose of these interviews was to get administrators’ 
perspectives on the rationale for the initiative, how it was rolled out, and the successes and 
challenges of the initiative and to establish a better understanding of the school culture. The 
protocol was piloted with a practicing administrator at a different school around an analogous 
school-wide initiative. Questions for administrators were based on salient concerns about policy 
implementation identified in the sense-making literature as well my prior experiences at the 
school. The interviews were audio recorded, supplemented with field notes, and transcribed for 
analysis. The protocols are included as Appendix C. 
School documents. Relevant artifacts dealing with the writing initiative at the whole 
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school level were collected from PD sessions throughout the year based on guidance from the 
assistant headmaster who ran the sessions. These artifacts included agendas, PowerPoint 
presentations, student work, and other instructional resources. 
Data Analysis 
In order to enable a convergence of findings (Stake, 2006) across this wide range of 
nested qualitative sources, my interpretation of the data followed procedures for thematic 
analysis. Braun and Clarke (2006) proffer thematic analysis as an effective and flexible approach 
to identifying, analyzing, and describing qualitative data in rich detail. Thematic analysis 
acknowledges the active role that the researcher plays in identifying patterns and themes in a 
data set, framing research as a social practice and freeing researchers from theoretical constraints 
of other analytic methods like grounded theory. As such, my analytical approach aligned with the 
ethnographic perspectives underlying my study’s design (Atkinson, 2015). Braun and Clarke 
(2006) identify six stages of thematic analysis, as follows: 1) familiarizing yourself with your 
data; 2) generating initial codes; 3) searching for themes; 4) reviewing themes; 5) defining and 
naming themes; and 6) producing the report. 
In order to familiarize myself with my data, I began by reading through my data corpus 
holistically multiple times, as Erickson (1986) recommends. I first read chronologically, in the 
order in which the data was collected. I then read by data source (interviews, think alouds, 
observations, and school documents), Finally, I read by participant. This third reading only 
included interviews and think alouds, to center the perspectives of key informants. In these 
readings, I was able to think both deductively and inductively. For instance, as I read the data 
chronologically, I focused on aspects that related to my theoretical frameworks. As I read by data 
source, I focused on aspects that related directly to my research questions. As I read by 
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participant, I focused more on the particular words and experiences of my key informants. I also 
listened to the auto recordings of interviews and think alouds so that participants’ voices and 
emotions would resonate clearly. During each read, I highlighted text segments that struck me as 
interesting or important and took extensive notes on emerging patterns, focusing on capturing 
these patterns at the descriptive rather than inferential level. I also reread and took notes on 
reflective memos written after each site visit to bridge the gap between raw data, coding, and 
analysis (Charmaz, 2000). As discussed in the prior section, these analytic memos were also used 
iteratively to enable design of tools for data collection throughout the course of my study. 
Based on my notes from these three holistic readings of the data, I then moved to the 
second stage of thematic analysis, generating initial codes. Here, I used a quasi-deductive 
approach. My original coding scheme was guided by my theoretical frameworks for sense-
making (Spillane et al., 2002) and communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) and by research on 
discipline-specific literacy practices (e.g. Lee & Spratley, 2010; Moje, 2008; Shanahan & 
Shanahan, 2008). The codes were descriptive in nature, meant to connect key ideas from each of 
these frameworks to my data corpus. For example, my initial coding scheme included child 
codes (or secondary codes) such as “individual factors,” “situational factors,” and 
“representational factors” for the parent code (or primary code) “sense-making” and “mutual 
engagement,” “joint enterprise,” “boundary objects,” and “brokers” for the parent code 
“communities of practice.” As the codes I developed were all descriptive nouns, my approach fit 
with a process for “descriptive coding,” which Saldaňa (2013) has identified as appropriate for 
first cycle or initial coding. Because the codes emerged from my theory and I anticipated they 
would be modified during data analysis, this process also encompassed a provisional method of 
coding (Saldaňa, 2013). Accordingly, I adapted and revised my initial codes based on the notes 
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from my holistic readings. That is, I eliminated theoretical concepts that were not widely 
applicable to my data. I also looked for places where the theory was inadequate or insufficient 
and added specificity or generated code labels outside of the theory to more accurately describe 
the data in a grounded manner. For example, I added codes to account for student-level factors, 
which appeared to have a major influence on teachers’ perceptions of the writing initiative (e.g. 
“Knowledge of students’ academic needs,” “Knowledge of students’ lives outside of the 
classroom”). 
Once I revised my initial codes, I confirmed the utility and completeness of the new 
codes by piloting the coding scheme on a small portion of the data. This included one 
observation, one think aloud, and interviews with two different participants. In this way, I was 
able to establish any gaps or inconsistencies in the coding scheme across a range of data sources 
and participants. As I coded, I made careful notes of where and how the coding scheme needed 
to be further revised. In some instances, this led me to change the terms I had used or to add, 
collapse, or expand codes where there was major overlap or discontinuity. Looking across data 
sources also influenced me to develop portions of my coding scheme that pertained only to 
certain types of data. For example, I developed a parent code for “Writing Feedback” which 
applied only to the think alouds, as I realized I needed a way to characterize the content of 
teachers’ writing feedback. Examples of child codes included “Comments on addressing the 
prompt,” “Comments on language use,” and “Comments on organization.” Throughout this 
process, I worked from a coding table in which I explicitly defined each parent and child code, 
carefully stating what the code did or did not include and how it was different than other codes 
and compiling examples of coded segments. The final coding scheme is depicted in Table 6, with 
distinct colors used to designate codes central to the writing of Chapters 4, 5, and 6, respectively. 
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TABLE	6:	SUMMARY	OF	PRIMARY,	SECONDARY,	AND	TERTIARY	CODES	FOR	DATA	ANALYSIS	
Parent	Code	
(Primary	Code)	
Child	Code		
(Secondary	Code)	
Sub-Code	
(Tertiary	Code)	
Attitudes	about	the	writing	
initiative	
Compliance	stance	 	Educator	buy-in	Lack	of	educator	buy-in	(explicit)	Lack	of	educator	buy-in	(implicit)	Meaningfulness	of	data	
Purpose	of	the	writing	
initiative	
Accountability	 Addressing	performance	gaps	CCSS	alignment	School	goal	Teacher	evaluation	Tracking	student	growth	Professionalization	 Collaboration	Data-driven	decision-making	Formative	intent	Reflecting	on	instruction	Writing	 Discipline-specific	writing	Generic	writing	Practice	with	on-demand	writing	Reading/writing	connection	Confusion	around	purposes	 	Originator	
Individual	factors	 Attitudes/beliefs	about	authority	 	Attitudes/beliefs	about	students	Attitudes/beliefs	about	ELLs	Attitudes/beliefs	about	writing	Experiences	of	schooling	Relationship	to	the	department	
Situational	factors	 Culture	 District	English	department	School	History	 Evolution	of	the	writing	initiative	Reform	history	Leadership	 Accountability	structures	Department	leadership	Professional	learning	 Common	Planning	Time	Norming	Professional	learning	opportunities	Protocols	Resources	 Logistical	issues	Technology	Time	Other	resources	
Representational	factors	 CCSS	 	Curriculum	guide	Rubrics	 Attitudes	about	rubrics	Problems	with	rubrics	Selection/design/revision	of	rubrics	Use	of	rubrics	Teacher	evaluation	requirements	 	Writing	prompts	 Attitudes	about	prompts	Problems	with	prompts	
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Selection/design/revision	of	prompts	Use	of	prompts	
Shared	repertoire	of	
writing	practice	
Argumentation	 Expectations	for	students	Importance	Literary	argumentation	Multiple	text	types	College	readiness	 	Critical	thinking	Disciplinary	affiliation	Grammar	and	mechanics	Research	skills	The	real	world	Writing	formulas	and	models	 5-paragraph	essay	
Views	on	the	CCSS	 Attitudes	about	the	CCSS	 	CCSS	resources	Knowledge	of	the	CCSS	 Argumentation	Language	Origin	Reading	Research	Text	types	Writing	process	Use	of	the	CCSS	 Curriculum	alignment	
Views	on	standardized	
writing	assessments	
Adaptations	 MCAS/PARCC/SAT	Appropriateness	for	students	 MCAS/PARCC/SAT	Instructional	value	 MCAS/PARCC/SAT	Language	 MCAS/PARCC/SAT	Writing	Task	 MCAS/PARCC/SAT	
Student	factors	 Student	response	to	writing	initiative	 	Framing	of	writing	initiative	to	students	Knowledge	of	students	 Academic	needs	Engagement	and	motivation	Language	background	Lives	outside	the	classroom	Relationships	Social-emotional	needs	
Implementation	strategies	 Practice	with	standardized	assessments	 	Revision	Scaffolds	Scoring	Testing	conditions	Time	Use	of	exemplars	
Writing	feedback	 Comments	on	addressing	the	prompt	 	Comments	on	analytical	skills	Comments	on	discourse	features	Comments	on	evidence	use	Comments	on	organization/structure	 Essay	structure/organization	Paragraph	structure/organization	Thesis	statement	Comments	on	language	use	 	
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Once my coding scheme was established, I moved on to code the data corpus. I uploaded 
all my data into MAXQDA, a computerized qualitative data analysis software, and inputted the 
revised list of parent and child codes. Following Saldaňa’s recommendation, I identified 
segments to code by breaking my transcripts into natural meaning units, which I understood as 
self-definable and self-delimiting expressions in the worlds of the participants conveying a single 
thought or idea. In the data, the length of these segments varied greatly. Some consisted of a 
single clause or sentence. Others comprised entire turns in the interview exchange (that is, the 
full response to a single interview question) which fit under the purview of a particular code. 
Often, segments were identified with multiple codes. For example, a teacher’s statement about 
the writing initiative might reflect both her attitude about the writing initiative and her views on 
standardized assessment more broadly. At this stage, I also generated a code list of writing 
vocabulary (Table 7) which I derived from the writing materials teachers used (specifically the 
CCSS, the ELA Curriculum Guide, and the writing rubrics). Using the autocode feature of 
MAXQDA, I was able to quickly tabulate frequency counts for use of this vocabulary in CPT, 
interviews, and think alouds. 
TABLE	7.	WRITING	VOCABULARY	CODE	LIST	Analysis	 Concision	 Introduction	 Summary	Argument	 Conclusion	 Logic	 Support	Audience	 Connection	 MLA	 Synthesis	Background	 Counterargument	 Organization	 Synthesize	Body	paragraph	 Counterclaim	 Purpose	 Thesis	Citation	 Development	 Quote	 Tone	Claim	 Diction	 Reason	 Topic	sentence	Clarity	 Evidence	 Source	 Transition	Coherence	 Genre	 Structure	 Vocabulary	Cohesion	 Grammar	 Style	 Word	choice	
 
I then moved from first cycle coding to second cycle coding. As Saldaňa suggests, second 
cycle methods are coding strategies that “require such analytic skills as classifying, prioritizing, 
abstracting, conceptualizing, and theory building” (p. 58). That is, second cycle coding moves 
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analysis from the descriptive to the inferential level. This fits with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
recommendation that thematic analysis be conducted at the latent or inferential level to allow for 
examination of underlying ideas, assumptions, and conceptualizations. They suggest that codes, 
categories, and themes themselves should ultimately be interpretive rather than descriptive. This 
tradition aligns with a constructivist perspective, which, as they explain, “seeks to theorize the 
socio-cultural context and structural conditions that enable the individual accounts provided” (p. 
14). It presumes the data themselves are narrative constructions and reconstructions of 
experience; they contain the social realities of human action in context, rather than an objective 
truth (Maines, 1993). In other words, the development of themes requires interpretive work. This 
tradition also fit with a view of sense-making as a social process that can only be understood in 
its particular context (i.e. a community of practice), representing a synergy between the research 
questions, theoretical underpinnings, and methodology of my study. 
To analyze the data at the interpretive level, I engaged in a process Saldaňa (2013) has 
termed “pattern coding.” That is, I developed a series of meta-codes to identify similarly-coded 
data, grouping coded segments together based on common patterns. I also employed a technique 
Saldaňa has identified as “theming the data” (2013), transferring these meta-codes into sentences 
which captured the essence of participants’ meaning. This aligns with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 
fourth stage in thematic analysis, searching for themes. During this process of data reduction 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994), as I worked to collapse my coded data into a smaller number of 
themes, I was careful to probe for plausible rival explanations (Yin, 2014) and search for both 
confirming and disconfirming evidence of the emerging themes (Creswell, 2014). Central to 
these efforts was my system of memoing (Charmaz, 2000) to track the developing themes as well 
as my own perspectives. Thus, I engaged in steps four and five of the thematic analysis process 
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(Braun & Clarke, 2006): reviewing themes and defining and naming themes. I also analyzed 
frequency counts of writing vocabulary used by data source to further develop the themes, noting 
which terms were used by whom, in what context, and how often. 
With these themes established, I was then able to engage in in-depth analysis focused on 
my three key teacher informants. I first analyzed interviews and think alouds for each of the 
three key informants independently (Stake, 2006). Then, I looked within each meta-code for 
similarities and differences by participant. This included contrasting frequency counts of the 
particular writing vocabulary used. To facilitate this process, I followed Miles and Huberman’s 
(1994) advice to develop a matrix of categories and place evidence within these categories to 
make patterns across participants more easily visible. Then, I contrasted these patterns with those 
I identified in departmental observations, school documents, and other supplemental data 
sources. This allowed me to situate findings for my key informants within the larger contexts of 
the department and the school while also supporting triangulation of the data (Stake, 2006). 
With respect to the final stage of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), in my 
representation of the findings throughout the remainder of this dissertation, I intersperse my 
presentation of the data with my analysis. I have also chosen to move fluidly between data 
sources rather than treating them in isolation in order to create a more authentic research 
narrative. Integrating teacher-specific data with data from department meetings and school 
documents is intended to allow readers to achieve a deeper understanding of the department as a 
learning community, preserving the particularity of teachers’ experiences while also establishing 
the degree to which these experiences may be considered representative of the department and 
school context and generalized to the larger reform climate. Additionally, rather than presenting 
a comprehensive picture of the data corpus, I have given greater weight to the themes that 
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directly connect to my research questions, using them to draw conclusions from the data.  
In addition to thematic analysis, I also drew from Erickson’s (1986) approach to data 
analysis and reporting, Erickson suggests that the goal of qualitative research is to “persuade the 
audience that an adequate evidentiary warrant exists for the assertions made and that patterns of 
generalization within the set are indeed as the researcher claims they are” (p. 149). In his view, 
this requires “reviewing the data corpus repeatedly to test the validity of the assertions that were 
generated” (p.. 146). He recommends that researchers build initial “sub-assertions,” or 
propositions explaining the patterns in the data, which can be organized and merged together at 
higher and higher levels of abstraction. That is, multiple sub-assertions lead up to fewer main 
assertions, which are encompassed by the larger argument. Erickson also stresses that the sub-
assertions should be linked directly to data sources to make clear the evidentiary warrant. Thus, 
to aid in my data analysis, I followed Erickson’s approach, which made visible the connections 
between my data sources, my analytic codes, and the patterns in the data. I constructed my initial 
list of propositions after my three holistic readings of the data. However, it was not until the first 
and second cycles of coding were complete that that I was able to return to these assertions and 
sub-assertions and revise them to construct the larger argument I made in this study. My 
argument, assertions, and data sources are laid out in the analytical overview in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4. Analytical Overview 
  142 
Positionality, Ethics, and Validity 
 As all researchers do, I brought to this project certain biases and assumptions that shaped 
my research design, my interactions with my participants, and my interpretation of the data. My 
interest in ELA curriculum and pedagogy and my commitment to professional learning for 
English teachers stem from my seven years teaching high school English in the same state where 
I conducted this study. My interest in writing derives from my own love of writing; I have 
always self-identified as a writer. My relationship with the field of English also reflects the time 
I spent in a doctoral program for English, where I studied American literature from post-colonial 
and post-structuralist perspectives. I recognize that my views on disciplinary literacy in English 
have been shaped from this vantage point. Finally, like many members of the current teaching 
corps, I have benefited – and continue to benefit – from an education system that is built to 
ensure the success of White, middle-class individuals. I see my achievement in pursuing doctoral 
study less as a mark of personal merit and more as a reflection of how I have been served by 
academic institutions that favor the knowledge, discourses, and practices with which I am most 
familiar. In this sense, I am very much like some of my participants, and very unlike others. 
My personal involvement with the Adams school community was also a salient 
consideration in designing this study. Because I completed my practicum in school leadership at 
Adams the year before I conducted the study, I approached it from the position of an “insider-
outsider” (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). While not employed by the school or district during the time 
of the study, the 500+ hours I spent as an active member of the Adams community between June 
of 2014 and June of 2015 in the role of principal intern greatly informed my research. 
Throughout my practicum, I immersed myself in day-to-day administrative responsibilities 
including teacher evaluation, PD, management and operations, student discipline, and family and 
  143 
community engagement. While collecting data for this study, I also continued to support a group 
of teachers at Adams in a classroom inquiry initiative. Such sustained, in-depth observation of 
teachers, students, and school leaders at Adams, along with opportunities to fully participate in 
instructional leadership and other activities, allowed me to build the relationships that were 
essential to carrying out this study. It is also worth noting that I continue to maintain my 
relationships in the district, as I am currently employed as a writing consultant for a project with 
the district’s equity office which aims to provide targeted academic support to students at 
underperforming schools. Thus, my positionality for the study fell in the middle of Adler and 
Adler’s (1987) continuum of qualitative researchers engaged in observational methods, as an 
active member researcher who became involved with the activities of the group without 
committing herself entirely to the members’ values and goals.  
Dwyer and Buckle (2009) identify many benefits to insider status in qualitative research, 
including acceptance, trust, and openness grounded in understanding of shared distinctiveness. 
However, they also caution against researchers projecting assumptions of similarity and 
homogeneity onto their participants, when in fact no one phenomenon is ever experienced the 
same way by every person in a given population. Asselin (2003) argues that even the insider may 
not understand the nuances of the various subcultures she is studying, and therefore calls for the 
bracketing of assumptions regardless of positionality. Similarly, Fay (1996) holds that group 
membership is neither necessary nor sufficient to know the experiences of a group under study 
and suggests many ways in which outsider status can in fact be generative. 
Not only was I both an insider and an outsider to my research setting, but I am also, in the 
present moment, at the liminal space between the classroom and the university. Although I did 
not conceptualize this study as practitioner research, I foreground as problematic the fact that 
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knowledge about teaching continues to be generated primarily by academic researchers who 
work outside of school settings (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993). I have a strong commitment to 
legitimizing the knowledge generated in practice by teachers (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). 
This was reflected both in my choice of theoretical frameworks and my desire to focus on 
teacher voices in this study. As a doctoral student, I have embraced the researcher role; however, 
I still very much self-identify as a teacher. I saw in this study the potential to deepen my own 
understanding of myself as a teacher and now school leader. Although I conceptualized and 
initiated the research project, I designed it in a flexible way, with the hope that my participants 
would stake their own claim as it was carried out. It was for this reason that I chose to develop 
the interview protocols based on ongoing data collection and emergent findings. I also designed 
my analytic plan to to be responsive to the perspectives of my participants and shifts in my own 
thinking throughout the research process. It was my aim to use what I learned in the study 
collaboratively to develop an authentic research partnership, influence professional learning, and 
build deeper relationships at the Adams School. Thus, I situate my methodology at the reciprocal 
collaboration level of Herr and Anderson’s (2015) continuum of positionality for action research.  
In conceptualizing this study, I realized that, rather than attempting to resolve the insider-
outsider dichotomy, it was better to treat my positionality as a space of creative tension. 
Research is never objective. As Rose (1985) argues, “there is no neutrality. There is only greater 
or less awareness of one’s biases. And if you do not appreciate the force of what you’re leaving 
out, you are not fully in command of what you’re doing” (p. 77). It was more useful to think of 
my relationship with my participants as a dialectic preserving the complexity of our similarities 
and differences (Fay, 1996) and my relationship with the academy as one of constructive 
disruption (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). Dwyer and Buckle (2009) argue for a “third space” in 
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qualitative research, “a space of paradox, ambiguity, and ambivalence, as well as conjunction 
and disjunction” (p. 60) where we may exist both with and in relation to our participants. It is in 
noting the ways in which we are different from others that we may come to realize how we are 
similar. I found that their definition of “insider-outsider” effectively characterized my 
subjectivity in this project, which transcended the research/practice binary. In this sense, my 
research design reflected the influence of scholarship working to reclaim education research for 
practitioners (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009). 
However, moving between insider and outsider roles raised several ethical considerations 
I had to address in planning and carrying out this study. Malone (2005) has categorized issues 
related to informed consent for insider research, including coercion and resistance, institutional 
power relationships, and the myths of confidentiality and anonymity. Likewise, Serrant-Green 
(2002) has suggested that the perception of the researcher’s social position relative to the 
participant group from the point of view of the observed can raise ethical concerns. This is a 
particular issue in research on school reform, which is a power-laden enterprise and can have 
very real consequences for teachers’ personal and professional lives, especially when it is studied 
at the classroom level. While the fact that Adams had a new headmaster at the time of the study 
may have neutralized some of participants’ concerns about my loyalty to the old headmaster who 
I worked with during my practicum, I recognize that other factors may have influenced 
participants to feel like they could not speak candidly with me, including fear that I would share 
the findings with the current administration in ways that would reflect poorly on them. I also 
acknowledge that participants may have felt compelled to tell me what they thought I wanted to 
hear as a result of this perceived power dynamic. 
The design of my study also presented challenges in terms of protecting the identities of 
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my participants. Although I strived for the highest ethical standards here, it was impossible to 
promise participants complete anonymity, given the deeply-contextualized nature of case study 
research (Yin, 2014). I discussed this limitation with participants explicitly from the beginning 
and included it as a highlighted feature of the informed consent forms they signed, stressing that 
they had the option to leave the study at any point. Even now, I have been careful not to disclose 
who the participants were or share identifying information (e.g. names, gender, grade level) with 
any staff at Adams. To my knowledge, my key informants remain unaware of who the others 
were. Anonymity was particularly difficult in dealing with school leaders, as they were all the 
only individuals in their positions; therefore, they were easily identifiable. Consequently, in my 
discussions, I have not identified their specific roles, but refer to each individual generally as a 
“school leader” or “department leader.” I also followed in the ethnographic tradition of changing 
identifying characteristics in order to protect participants’ identities when presenting the research 
findings (e.g. Clifford & Marcus, 1986). For this reason, in the chapters to come, readers should 
be aware that I have altered information that was not essential to my analysis, such as teachers’ 
grade levels, and have not included some key details about the participants that would have made 
them recognizable to the school community. However, I have chosen to preserve essential 
characteristics’ of participants identities, including gender, race, and ethnicity, which I felt to be 
relevant to my analysis, in order to accurately represent the sociocultural context of the study. 
I also prioritized validating the findings of this study in several ways that were sensitive 
to the ethical complexities of ethnographic and case study research. Goetz and LeCompte (1984) 
have indicated that the internal validity of ethnography can be addressed by adopting procedures 
which increase the likelihood that an authentic picture of the participants' reality is presented. 
They suggest that internal validity of ethnographic research is strong when researchers spend 
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long periods of time in the field getting know participants, their views, and their contexts; when 
researchers' actions and interviews are conducted in parlance of the participants; and when 
researchers are directly involved in the lives of those being studied. I attempted to address all 
three of these dimensions in the design of my study. Additionally, Yin (2014) has identified 
using multiple sources of evidence as an important principle of data collection in case study 
research. He suggests that triangulation addresses the potential problems of construct validity 
because multiple sources of evidence provide multiple measures of the same phenomenon. In 
this study, there was triangulation of data sources as well as triangulation of perspectives on the 
same data – what Yin refers to as theory triangulation. For example, my field notes of CPT 
observations were compared and contrasted with participants’ discussions of CPT in their 
interviews as well as documents and materials used during CPT. 
At the same time, I recognized that validity measures such as triangulation can reflect the 
traditional ethnographic positionality of research as outsider. As Herr and Anderson (2015) 
suggest, these measures may be inappropriate for researchers on the insider-outsider continuum, 
as they ignore the insider status of the researcher. Therefore, as I moved between insider and 
outsider roles throughout the research process, I aimed for reflexivity and sustained self-
reflection to account for my own subjectivity (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002). I engaged in 
systematic memoing after every site visit in order to unpack the affective experience of data 
collection and to track salient findings; often, these written memos were several pages in length. 
I also memoed regularly during my data analysis as a way to help make sense of emergent 
patterns within the data that were not addressed by my theoretical frameworks (Charmaz, 2000). 
Eisenhart & Howe (1992) have also highlighted member checking as a means of ensuring 
that participants have a voice throughout the research process and that they are represented 
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accurately. Thus, after each interview and think aloud, I provided participants with full copies of 
the transcripts and allowed them to comment on them and clarify any of their statements. During 
the year of the study, I also shared some initial findings with the lead teacher of the English 
department, who used this information to design a survey about the writing initiative which she 
distributed to the department and which I subsequently included as a data source. I have also 
discussed initial research findings with the assistant principal in this study who has since left the 
school; she gave me feedback as I developed my initial arguments for each chapter. 
I am now engaged in the process of sharing later stages of my analysis with individual 
participants so that their perspectives can be more fully integrated before any future publication. 
Additionally, I have reached out to school leaders at Adams to discuss plans for sharing findings 
and recommendations with the administrative team and the district. In this sense, I continue to 
aim for full transparency in my research (Anfara et al., 2002) by making it publicly available to 
participants and the school community and relying on my participants to determine how the 
findings might be shared in ways that are both useful and ethical.  
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CHAPTER 4 
Influences on Sense-Making at the Adams School 
As discussed in Chapter 1, the overarching purpose of this study was to explore how 
teachers in the English department at the Adams School made sense of the school’s Common 
Writing Assessment initiative. This schoolwide initiative required teachers in every discipline to 
work with departmental colleagues to design subject-specific writing prompts and rubrics for 
evaluating students’ responses to these prompts. Prompts were administered at three points 
during the year at every grade level and in every content area. Teachers called assessments from 
the writing initiative “CWAs” (common writing assessments) or “formatives.” The initiative 
itself was designated the “Common Formative Writing Assessment Initiative” in school 
documents. In what follows, I refer to it as “the writing initiative,” or simply “the initiative.” 
In this dissertation, I make the case that English teachers’ sense-making about the writing 
initiative was individualized and heavily mediated by the standardized writing assessments they 
used. In this chapter, I attribute teachers’ individualized sense-making to the absence of a 
coherent vision for the writing initiative at the school level. In Chapter 5, I demonstrate that the 
standardized writing assessments used in the initiative constrained the discourse around writing 
at the department level. In Chapter 6, I reveal how teachers engaged in implementation of the 
writing initiative consistent with their established writing practices and their students’ perceived 
needs, leading to variation in implementation at the classroom level. Throughout this 
dissertation, I aim to show that teachers’ individualized sense-making and localized 
implementation of the writing initiative capture the particularized teacher knowledge that should 
be mobilized to ensure the success of future writing reform. 
In this chapter, I take up the first research questions that guided this dissertation: “What 
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are Adams English teachers’ attitudes about the writing initiative? How do they perceive its 
purpose? What factors have influenced their sense-making of the writing initiative?” My 
overarching argument is that lack of coherence between the initiative’s representation and the 
organizational structures supporting implementation prevented teachers from investing in the 
initiative. As I show in later chapters, by rendering teachers’ sense-making an individual process, 
these representational and structural factors contributed to variation in implementation of the 
initiative. My argument is premised on four main assertions and relies primarily on data from 
interviews with teachers and school leaders and supporting school documents. 
In this chapter, I draw from Spillane et al.’s (2002) framework to analyze the 
representational and situational factors that influenced teachers’ sense-making. As discussed in 
Chapter 2, recent sense-making theory has moved away from a focus on individual cognition 
towards a more situated, context-embedded view of human perception. It assumes that learning 
is a social activity and that meaning is constructed through interactions with others. Spillane et 
al. have argued that teachers’ social ties with one another have a unique and powerful influence 
on how they perceive and take up reform. Coburn (2001) has suggested similarly that sense-
making is fundamentally collective, grounded in formal and informal social interactions with 
colleagues that shape which policy messages teachers attend to in the school environment and 
how. Although sense-making happens through social interaction, my analysis suggests that 
teachers may not develop shared understandings about reform initiatives unless they engage in 
processes that support collective meaning-making. As this dissertation shows, this is not always 
the case. Organizations can also structure sense-making as a private and individualized activity. 
In this chapter, I argue that lack of reform coherence was an obstacle to teachers developing 
shared understandings about the writing initiative and negatively influenced their investment in 
  151 
it. As Honig and Hatch (2004) suggest, “Coherence is an often cited, but seldom achieved 
education policy goal” (p. 16). According to their definition, reform incoherence exists when 
multiple external demands converge on schools in ways that compete with each other for 
funding, time, and attention, paradoxically compromising school improvement. 
The overarching argument in this chapter is premised on four central assertions. My first 
assertion is that there was incoherence at what Spillane et al. (2002) term the “representational” 
level in how the purpose of the writing initiative was presented to teachers. In section one of this 
chapter, I show that teachers received multiple – sometimes contradictory – messages about the 
initiative as having three distinct purposes. My second assertion is that there was also 
incoherence at what Spillane and colleagues term the “situational” level, since organizational 
structures worked against streamlined implementation of the writing initiative. In section two, I 
identify components of what I call the “infrastructure of reform” at Adams. I argue that this 
infrastructure did not support the deprivatization, or public sharing, of practice (Kruse, Louis, & 
Bryk, 1995) and therefore did not support teachers’ collective understanding of how to 
implement the initiative. My third assertion is that there was incoherence across representational 
and situational domains. In section three, I demonstrate that the reform infrastructure around the 
writing initiative did not align with the underlying logic of the initiative, a phenomenon I term 
the “coherence gap.” Finally, my fourth assertion is that this incoherence within and between 
representational and situational influences served as an obstacle to teachers’ full investment in 
the initiative. In section four, I describe the ways teachers resisted the initiative and highlight 
school leaders’ uncertain goals with the initiative to illustrate this lack of investment. I conclude 
by suggesting that the school’s incoherent vision for the writing initiative led teachers to rely on 
individualized sense-making practices, a claim that will be developed in later chapters. 
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Representational Confusion about the Writing Initiative 
In this section, I show that there was a lack of coherence across the Adams school in how 
the writing initiative was presented to teachers. I identify three distinct purposes of the writing 
initiative: accountability, professionalization, and writing. I argue that teachers received mixed 
messages about the aims of the initiative from school leaders, who had different and uncertain 
goals. I begin by discussing the origin of the initiative before turning to each of these purposes. 
Origins of the Writing Initiative 
The Common Formative Writing Assessment Initiative was introduced to Adams at the 
beginning of 2014. At the time of this study, the writing initiative was in its third year. It was 
introduced by administrators and reinforced in PD as a focal piece of the improvement goals 
specified in Adams’ Quality School Plan and an important component of teachers’ formal 
evaluations. The school documents specifying guidelines for the writing initiative, which I refer 
to throughout the remainder of this chapter as the “guidelines documents,” stated: 
Based on the below-average SAT/PSAT performance of students in the area of writing 
and critical reading, our goal is to increase students’ content-specific writing skills and 
thus prepare them for college-level and career-aligned writing in each discipline, as 
delineated in standards and assessments (Common Core, AP, SAT, MCAS). 
As I discuss next, this excerpt exemplifies how the writing initiative was presented as having 
multiple purposes, including supporting content-area writing instruction, increasing standards 
alignment, and addressing performance gaps on high-stakes assessments. 
There was also confusion among participants about whose idea the writing initiative was 
to begin with. In interviews, they identified several individuals as the initiative’s originators. 
Most frequently, they associated it with the former headmaster. This was based on the fact that it 
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had started when she began working at the school. Amy, a department leader and ninth-grade 
teacher, explained, “From conversations, I know when [the former headmaster] left, people were 
saying, ‘I think that the initiative is going to stay.’ So, that led me to believe that it was her idea.” 
She qualified, “That’s a total assumption. I really don’t know where it came from.” 
One school leader, Charlotte, was often identified by other school leaders as the point-
person for the initiative. Charlotte herself recognized that she was the initiative’s public face: 
I think that first year, people saw me as the writing person. I did not advertise myself as 
that. I don’t know everything about writing, but because I was leading the PDs and they 
were all about writing, I was the writing initiative lady. I made the spreadsheets and 
people would send me their data. I was very much the writing person. 
However, Charlotte’s admitted lack of expertise in writing suggests she did not have a prominent 
role in conceptualizing the initiative. Instead, she attributed the idea to the program directors for 
history and ELA, whose departments already used common writing assessments. Adding to the 
confusion, the ELA Curriculum Guide stated that the “Common Writing Assessments were 
created in-house by teachers,” implying that the initiative originated with teachers themselves. 
Teachers all acknowledged that, along with having multiple or unclear originators, the 
initiative also had multiple goals. Amy identified what she perceived as its many different aims: 
It kind of has multiple purposes at this point where it’s like, kids are practicing writing in 
their test genre, they are going to get instruction about writing, and on top of that they 
will be able to see growth, or if there’s no growth, they will be able to see that as well. 
Several participants expressed frustration about the lack of clarity around the initiative’s purpose. 
For example, Jaclyn, a tenth-grade ELA teacher, explained, “I brought this up at our first 
meeting, I was like, ‘I’m not sure why we are doing this.’ Like, to be honest, I know why we are 
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doing the prompt, but I don’t know why we are doing it the way we did it.” As a new teacher in 
need of guidance around the initiative, Jaclyn recognized that its goals were unclear. Confusion 
about the initiative’s purpose was also frequently indicated in responses to a survey designed by 
the ELA lead teacher, which she distributed to her colleagues to get their feedback on the writing 
initiative. I refer to this survey throughout the remainder of this chapter as “the survey.” 
School leaders all acknowledged lack of clarity around the initiative’s aims. One leader, 
Lillian, stated that she was “really not sure how we finally decided the writing initiative was the 
thing to do.” Charlotte admitted, “Honestly, I don’t know the main goal of it either. I feel like it 
is something that we’ve just continued, because before we were doing it, no one was doing it. 
Let’s make people do it now, let’s keep doing it.” As these examples show, confusion about who 
was behind the writing initiative and what its larger goals were prevailed from the top down. 
In what follows, I argue that there were three conflicting purposes of the initiative, 
indicating a lack of clarity around its underlying rationale. These were 1) accountability 
purposes, namely addressing performance gaps, standards alignment, and tracking student 
growth; 2) professionalization purposes, namely data-driven decision-making and reflection on 
practice; and 3) writing purposes, namely developing students’ discipline-specific writing skills 
and giving students practice with on-demand writing. I discuss each of these purposes in turn. 
Accountability Purposes 
 The first purpose of initiative was, in the words of Mike, an eleventh-grade ELA teacher, 
“all about accountability.” As I show next, the accountability purposes included four separate 
aims: addressing student performance gaps, tracking student growth, standards alignment, and 
implementing the Quality School Plan. Teacher evaluation, perhaps the most important aspect of 
writing initiative accountability, is discussed separately, in the third section of this chapter. 
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As stated in the guidelines documents, one aim of the initiative was to address students’ poor 
performance on standardized measures of reading and writing. This purpose was regularly 
reinforced in school-wide PD by the presentation of state accountability data. However, while 
school leaders all pointed to performance gaps in writing, they cited different assessment data in 
doing so. One school leader, Evonne, mentioned SAT and AP exams, while Lillian, Charlotte, 
and Hazel, a department leader, discussed scores from the state exam, the Massachusetts 
Comprehensive Assessment System (MCAS). Dana, a ninth-grade teacher and department 
leader, recognized the confusion around the data: “If the goal is to work on MCAS, it makes 
sense. But if our goal is to increase SAT scores, the current model is not actually addressing 
that.” This statement implies that there was a lack of alignment between the stated goals of the 
initiative and how it was being implemented. 
The “achievement gap” rhetoric was not especially persuasive for teachers. School 
leaders recognized that, because Adams was a selective school into which students tested, there 
was a perception among teachers that there was no such gap to address. In fact, it was true that in 
the year prior to this study, fully 100% of students had achieved a passing score of “Proficient” 
or higher on the MCAS. As Lillian explained, “One of the things that [teachers] incorrectly 
assume is that because we’ve already got the cream of the crop kids in there, and they’re 
performing at proficient or advanced [on MCAS], we can’t get any better.” This undercut the 
urgency of the initiative as an accountability mechanism. 
For this reason, some school leaders emphasized the initiative’s goals around tracking 
student growth, rather than addressing performance gaps. According to Lillian, “What the 
initiative was really supposed to do was help teachers measure growth through writing 
consistently across the school.” This was the purpose most frequently cited on the survey. This 
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aim was also reinforced in the ELA Curriculum Guide, which stated that “the formatives in the 
English department assess student growth.” Additionally, this was stressed through the writing 
initiative reflection forms that teachers were required to complete for their teacher evaluations, 
referred to throughout the remainder of this chapter as “reflection forms.” These forms asked 
teachers to identify two areas of student growth and posed questions like, “What instructional 
moves will address student areas of growth?” Additionally, departments were asked to specify 
yearly targets for the percentage of students who would make progress on the writing initiative. 
Teachers expressed uncertainty over whether they were expected to demonstrate growth. 
As Mike explained, “We were always told that you don’t need to reach the goal, you just need to 
show that you’re taking steps to try to reach the goal.” At the same time, many teachers 
described how they could demonstrate growth using writing initiative data. Amy stated, “If I had 
to, I could say, ‘Okay, here is for first, second, and third try and here is how I got this particular 
group from here to there.’” Mike was candid about grading the earlier formatives more leniently: 
I was probably careful when looking at the first formative. If it was a four or a five and it 
was a judgment call, I was probably gonna give them a four when in doubt. If it was a 
flat-out five, I’d give them a five, but if I didn’t know on the first one, I’d be like, listen, 
it’s the first one. When in doubt, don’t shoot myself in the foot. You know what I mean? 
These examples capture how teachers saw data from the initiative as fungible and how they 
scored to meet the mandates of the initiative rather than to achieve valid measures of students’ 
writing proficiency. They also suggest that teachers thought they were expected to demonstrate 
growth, despite Mike’s statement to the contrary. As I discuss later, the reason for this confusion 
lay in how writing initiative data were used for accountability purposes in teacher evaluations. 
Two additional dimensions of accountability built into the initiative, the CCSS and the 
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Quality School Plan, were rarely acknowledged by teachers. Firstly, the guidelines documents 
stated that the initiative was meant to support the CCSS; thus, the implied intent was to bring 
teachers’ writing instruction into alignment with the CCSS. The ELA Curriculum Guide also 
listed specific CCSS behind the writing initiative, stating that “these assessments are developed 
with the support of Common Core Standards.” However, this connection was lost on teachers, 
who rarely mentioned the standards. This purpose was so far removed from teachers minds that 
during department time, one teacher even asked, “So, is our writing initiative supposed to be 
aligned with the CCSS?” Secondly, school leaders discussed the writing initiative as connected 
to the district-mandated Quality School Plan, a school document identifying areas for 
improvement and improvement benchmarks to which the district would hold the school 
accountable. The guidelines documents described common assessments as “the primary data 
source for measuring school progress toward our Quality School Plan goal.” However, like 
CCSS alignment, teachers never mentioned this aim. This suggests that they had a limited 
understanding of how the writing initiative fit into broader school and district improvement 
goals. It also captures how reforms can lose their larger significance without articulation of a 
coherent reform agenda from the top down. 
Professionalization Purposes 
The second of the initiative’s multiple purposes was to foster professional skills and 
dispositions in teachers. This goal reflected underlying assumptions about the importance of 
collaboration and sharing of practice for professional growth (e.g. Russ, Sherin, & Sherin, 2016). 
In what follows, I identify two professionalization purposes, building teachers’ capacity for data-
driven decision-making and fostering self-reflection, which conflicted with accountability 
purposes. Another key professionalization aim, supporting teachers’ formative assessment 
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practices, will be discussed separately, in the third section of this chapter. 
When framing the writing initiative, administrators frequently emphasized data-driven 
decision-making, stressing the ability to interpret data and use it meaningfully to plan for 
instruction as an essential skill for teachers. While this purpose underscored the initiative as a 
tool for professional learning, it did so in a narrow way, reflecting the nation’s current reform 
climate of standardization and high-stakes testing. A focus on data superseded the writing 
component of the initiative for school leaders, indicating the premium they placed on measurable 
student outcomes. According to Lillian, “The point is that we’re getting people to use data to 
improve their instruction. It doesn’t necessarily matter where we’re getting it.” Data-driven 
decision-making was discussed as part of the action research cycle, which the guidelines 
documents defined as “the process by which individuals and teams will record, analyze, reflect, 
and act on data.” In four school-wide PD sessions during the year of this study, teachers were 
presented with a chart depicting the steps of this cycle. One school leader modeled data-driven 
decision-making with sample MCAS data using an “I see/It means” protocol followed by small 
group “data dig” activities. Questions on the reflection forms also scaffolded the process of data 
analysis for teachers, directing them to consider certain aspects of the data and requiring them to 
design action plans to meet students’ needs based on the data. 
All teachers interviewed seemed to believe data-driven decision-making was a worthy 
goal. There was also evidence that this focus had impacted their practice, making them more 
intentional about planning writing instruction. As Tess, an eighth-grade ELA teacher, said: 
It definitely makes me more conscious of what students can do when I tweak my lessons 
based on data. Some things I thought would only make a small difference actually made a 
huge difference, and things I thought would make a big difference actually confused them 
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further. Even if it’s just superficial, like kids scored a lot better after my thesis workshop. 
Although some teachers raised questions about the privileging of high-stakes assessment data 
over teacher-designed measures, no teacher rejected the notion that using data to plan for 
instruction was an important professional skill to have. This suggests Cohen’s (1990) assertion 
that teachers are most likely to embrace aspects of reform aligning with their established beliefs, 
pointing to data use as a potentially fertile space for teacher investment in the initiative. 
The final professionalization purpose of the initiative was reflection on practice, 
suggesting that it was intended to have a formative use for teachers as well as students. Charlotte 
stressed this in her discussions of the action research cycle and the reflection process 
accompanying the writing initiative artifacts. She emphasized that “constant reflection on 
practice needs to be a priority if we want to improve outcomes for students.” Similarly to data-
driven decision-making, teachers spoke of reflection as a meaningful component that aligned 
with their own perspectives on teaching and learning. Jaclyn, a novice teacher, stated that 
reflection was something she tried to do “all the time” in her own practice. She described how 
the initiative helped her develop a critical stance towards her writing instruction, saying, 
It made me more thoughtful, because when I came here I was like oh, first year teacher, 
let me just say some words and put some words on the board and assign this worksheet. 
Now I think it’s made me more thoughtful about what we do in class, when, and why.  
Even experienced teachers like Mike appreciated the opportunity to slow down and look more 
closely at students’ writing. “If I had to think about what about the writing initiative has made 
me an even better teacher, it’s been devoting this time to the analysis and the reflection,” he said. 
However, two teachers indicated that the mandated reflection forms for the initiative 
were not useful tools for professional learning. As Cochran-Smith and Lytle’s (2009) work 
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suggests, requiring teachers to self-reflect in particular ways may foreclose investment in the 
process. Rather than authentic inquiry around questions they found important, teachers at Adams 
were prompted to pursue someone else’s agenda. For instance, Jaclyn highly valued reflection in 
her own practice, but described this piece of the writing initiative as “superficial:” 
By making it mandated, I just feel it’s kind of patronizing. The questions too, what they 
ask you reminds me of when you’re a kid and you watch cartoons, and they’re trying to 
make fun of a therapist and you have the person on the couch asking very obvious 
questions. They don’t actually get at what I feel would be meaningful.  
This typical comment indicates how teachers did not perceive the reflection questions to be 
relevant or meaningful. It also demonstrates how surface-level responses can result when private 
reflection processes are made public. A level of vulnerability is required to critique one’s own 
practice; using reflection collaboratively to support instructional change necessitates trust. By 
mandating that reflection forms be shared and subjected to scrutiny by those in authority, the 
writing initiative engendered the performance of reflection, rather than a true inquiry stance 
(Cochran-Smith & Lyle, 2009), even though teachers clearly valued reflection. Thus, in 
examining both data-driven decision-making and reflection purposes, it is clear that the initiative 
had potential as a tool for meaningful professional learning which was not realized for teachers. 
Writing Purposes 
Adding a final layer of confusion around its purposes, the third aim of the writing 
initiative as it was represented to teachers was captured in its label, the “writing” initiative. A 
focus on writing across the curriculum was reinforced in school documents and in presentations 
during whole school PD. For example, the first priority on the Quality School Plan was 
“developing student proficiency in content-area writing.” There was general understanding that, 
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in Lillian’s words, “Kids need to know how to write across all genres, across all content, period.” 
However, there were different interpretations of what this meant in different subject areas. 
 Hazel implied that the initiative’s focus on disciplinary writing was tied to the CCSS. She 
stated, “Now the district and the powers that be and everybody else, they say that we’re all 
language teachers, we’re all literacy teachers.” While she recognized this as a positive change, as 
it lessened the burden of writing instruction from her department and “spread the wealth 
around,” she noted that “there has been pushback from other departments who really don’t want 
to do writing.” In interviews, all teacher participants stated that there was resistance to teaching 
writing from colleagues outside of ELA. Mike described math teachers’ lament that “every time 
we meet, all we talk about is writing.” Similarly, Tess described how science teachers “were very 
much ‘That’s not my job.’ And I get it. They have so much to do.” Lillian felt that pushback 
from these teachers “was probably people not being fully on board with the importance of what it 
was.” Charlotte set out to convince teachers about the importance of writing: 
It forced me to do research and read articles and try to make a platform to convince or 
educate people about the importance of teaching writing, which I do think is really 
important. Colleges say the number one thing high schools should do is have students 
write more across disciplines. I think that’s true. We should be writing all the time. 
As these examples illustrate, English teachers and school leaders both spoke about the lack of 
investment in the writing initiative from teachers in other content areas as a gap in their 
understanding about the value of writing across the curriculum. 
Participants also attributed pushback around the initiative to the lack of writing 
knowledge possessed by content-area teachers. Hazel explained, “The problem is that those other 
teachers don’t feel adequate to that. They feel, ‘I didn’t go to school to be an English teacher, I 
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don’t feel comfortable trying to tell someone about their grammar and style.’” One example from 
Lillian is particularly revealing: 
The math department almost expected kids to write essays about math questions instead 
of asking how a kid should write an answer for a math question. When they were 
thinking about writing, they were thinking about something totally different. That people 
were then gonna ask kids to write essay responses was ridiculous. We had to recalibrate. 
Math teachers’ assumption that students should write 5-paragraph style essays reflects how the 
influence of standardized writing assessments extends beyond the ELA classroom (Smagorinsky, 
2010). It also demonstrates teachers’ unfamiliarity with disciplinary approaches to writing, 
indicating that additional support may have been needed to reinforce the paradigm shift content-
area teachers were being asked to make in thinking about themselves as teachers of writing. 
Interestingly, the most striking examples of teachers embracing disciplinary writing also 
came from outside of ELA. This contrasts research suggesting that teachers are most open to 
reforms that require incremental changes in their practice (e.g. Spillane, 2004). According to 
Charlotte, “I think the math teachers developed some real insights into how writing can help 
students understand or process their understanding. There was a lot of excitement around that 
with some of the math teachers who came and talked to me the first year.” She described how a 
science teacher excitedly resurrected graphic organizers for writing and distributed binders of 
these materials at PD. However, as Lillian’s response shows, this excitement did not always 
reflect teachers’ professional knowledge about disciplinary writing. 
According to Charlotte, interest in disciplinary writing was evident in subject areas where 
writing “is a more distinct endeavor.” In ELA, on the other hand, it “gets so muddy because they 
already have ways to teach writing.” This statement illustrates how notions of “disciplinary 
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literacy” often exclude the ELA classroom, which is still seen as a space for generic literacy 
instruction (Smagorinsky, 2015). Because ELA has historically been the site for all writing 
instruction, there has been less attention paid to discipline-specific writing practices like literary 
analysis (Rainey, 2016). Contrary to reform literature which advocates building on teachers’ 
understandings to support instructional change (e.g. Spillane, 2004), these examples suggest that 
teachers are more likely to take up reform without having an established pedagogy to draw from. 
For English teachers, the perceived purpose of the initiative was to give students practice 
with on-demand writing. On the survey, one teacher noted, “The purpose has been a practice 
opportunity for the standardized test.” Others indicated that through the initiative, “students are 
exposed to prompts they will be assessed on via standardized test in a timed setting” and “I have 
basically been forced to practice the test prompts.” This purpose was meaningful to teachers 
because it connected to how students’ writing proficiency – and, by extension their efficacy as 
writing instructors – would be measured in the larger policy context. 
English teachers’ focus on the writing initiative as a vehicle for teaching test-taking skills 
engendered unintended competition with other departments. According to Lillian, 
There was this unintended consequence that there was some kind of competition about 
how well kids wrote in content areas. I can remember at one point [a science teacher] 
wanting to do it over two days. It was like, “We actually need two days to do what makes 
sense for science writing.” But the English teachers were like, “Then the science data 
would look better than the ELA data if ELA says you have to do it within 20 minutes.” 
This concern over discrepancy between students’ scores crystalizes the way in which the writing 
initiative had been taken up by teachers as a high-pressure activity. It also indicates how teachers 
saw different goals for the initiative. While science teachers aimed to make the assessments more 
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authentic, English teachers were concerned with replicating authentic testing conditions. 
Teachers and administrators both acknowledged their responsibility in preparing students 
to succeed on high-stakes writing assessments. Amy, in particular, emphasized how students 
benefited from practice with on-demand writing prompts, since they represented an unfamiliar 
genre. “I don’t think it’s best practice to teach to a test. But I do think it’s best practice to make 
your kids comfortable and familiar with the test that they are going to take,” she said. Lillian 
expressed this as well, as she reflected on the ELA department’s shift to using standardized 
prompts instead of teacher-designed ones: “Now, the upside of making that decision, for [the 
program director], is you’re tying it to something real. You’re helping kids prepare for something 
they’re actually gonna see.” And Amy spoke for her teacher colleagues, saying, “In terms of my 
kids actually being able to apply skills to something important to them – the MCAS – I’m 
actually not so upset that it’s more test based.” Thus, although it might be expected that teachers 
would resent this shift, which left them with less autonomy over the assessments, 
counterintuitively, all teachers seemed to find it made the initiative more meaningful. 
As I have shown, the writing initiative was presented as having three separate purposes: 
accountability, professionalization, and writing. Lack of coherence in how the initiative was 
conceived by school leaders was evident in these differing goals. In significant ways, the 
multiple purposes of the initiative undermined the value of the initiative as perceived by 
teachers. The contrasting aims of the initiative also worked to undermine one another. Teachers 
explicitly recognized this incoherence, which, as I show later, caused them to disengage with the 
initiative. Next, I demonstrate how lack of coherence also existed at the situational level. 
Situational Influences on Sense-Making 
Spillane et al. (2002) have characterized situational factors as major influences on 
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individual cognition. Since knowledge is embedded in the shared practices and beliefs of a 
community, the sense-making process is fundamentally social and mediated by the institutional 
context. In my data, I identified five situational factors that influenced teachers’ sense-making 
which I called collectively “the infrastructure of reform.” I use this term to mean the underlying 
organizational structures that dictate how reform is taken up in schools – that is, the supports and 
systems in place (or not) that shape implementation, creating the conditions for its success or 
failure. These five factors were: 1) district, school, and department culture; 2) available 
resources; 3) school leadership; 4) professional learning opportunities; and 5) accountability 
mechanisms. Next, I discuss the first four factors, treating accountability in a later section. 
In what follows, I argue that there was incoherence in the reform infrastructure at Adams 
because it did not support the “deprivatization” of practice. Kruse, Louis, and Byrk (1995), who 
coined this term, have suggested that the sharing of practice is an important characteristic of 
learning communities; in these communities, “by practicing their craft in public, deprivatized 
ways…teachers grow in their practice by developing skills and routines for describing, 
analyzing, and executing the instructional act, and they develop a shared common language with 
which to discuss these tasks” (p. 12). Thus, by making their practice public, teachers may build 
shared, local theories of teaching and learning. However, as I show in this section, because the 
infrastructure of reform discouraged teachers from deprivatizing their practice, it did not allow 
for them to develop coherent, collective understandings of how to implement the initiative. 
Cultural Factors 
In the following section, I discuss school culture as the first component of the 
infrastructure of reform related to the writing initiative at Adams. This reflects my sense that it is 
often the strongest influence on reform and the most difficult to change. While the term “school 
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culture” has been defined in myriad ways (Erickson, 1987), the literature consistently identifies it 
as a powerful influence on teachers’ sense-making. For my purposes, school culture may be 
understood as the tacit and overt values and beliefs that teachers and administrators hold about 
teaching and learning, as well as the social norms and practices they develop to reinforce these 
values (Deal & Peterson, 1999). Since teachers are nested in multiple organizational contexts 
simultaneously (McLaughlin & Talbert, 1990), cultural factors in and across levels of schooling 
work together to shape teachers’ understanding of reform. Thus, I argue that district, school, and 
department cultures worked in intersecting ways to discourage the deprivatization of practice. 
District culture. Study participants rarely mentioned the larger district, Springdale 
Public Schools (SPS), in their interviews. However, their concerns around the district’s new 
teacher evaluation system, which I discuss later, captured the competition and drive towards self-
preservation that defined its culture. Tess suggested that a tendency towards isolation had long 
existed in the district: “That’s just the culture of [SPS]. Even before the new evaluation system, it 
was like, ‘We’re good. You’re good. You stay in your room.’” Amy echoed this, saying, 
I think it’s important for [SPS] teachers to project their kids are well behaved, and that 
you’re serious, and you know what you’re doing. It’s like once people seem pretty 
convinced of this, they’re going to focus in on the people that they feel aren’t doing 
things right. Your reputation is important. If you have a good one, it doesn’t even matter 
what you’re doing in your classroom. Nobody will ever come bother you. 
She also indicated how district pressure to constantly demonstrate professional competence and 
control made sharing practice a risky proposition: 
Even now, it’s really not safe in [SPS] to ask for help from even the best administrators. 
It’s like people don’t feel vulnerable enough to say “I’m having a hard time.” I remember 
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when I was 23 and I was the head of the department at [another district school], I had 
said, like naïve, not understanding [SPS], we were talking about doing learning walks, 
and I said, “Well, I get nervous when people come into my room.” Somebody said, “Oh, 
well, isn’t that great that our fearless leader is afraid of people watching her teach?” 
Amy describes what many educational change scholars, including Flinders (1988), have 
identified as a culture of isolation, marked by uncertainty and individualism. Her example 
illustrates how this culture encourages teachers to protect themselves by keeping their practice 
private. As I show next, this culture of isolationism extended to the school level. 
School culture. Like the district culture, school culture at Adams was defined by teacher 
individualism. As far back as the 1930s, Waller (1932) argued that traditional schools structure 
themselves in ways that lead to isolationism and conservatism in teachers’ practice. Similarly, 
Lortie (1975) described the “egg-carton” structure of schools, which limits teachers’ exposure to 
new ideas. Amy suggested this was the case at Adams, where “there’s this weird cloud that 
hangs over us, it’s like fear of change.” Lillian described the district mandate to change the 
culture at Adams: “I understood what it was that the district wanted us to do around building the 
community, and collaboration, because everybody was saying, ‘These are the best kids in 
[Springdale], they’re the best kids in [Springdale]…but,’ and the ‘but’ was always the teachers.”  
School leaders connected the individualist culture at Adams to its identity as a special-
admissions school. Because of students’ high achievement, the district exercised what might be 
described as benign neglect towards Adams. As Hazel explained, “They kind of just leave us 
alone. If we weren’t passing MCAS or something they’d be down our throats and we’d have to 
do it their way. But because we’re bringing up their [test scores] they don’t bother us.” Tess 
agreed, saying, “If I worked at a different school, I think I wouldn’t be able to have such a 
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laissez-faire attitude.” Evonne observed similarly that “many teachers think that there’s not much 
more to do. It’s a level one school [the highest state performance level].” This is to suggest that, 
because they served high-achieving students, there was less of an impetus for change. Teachers 
at Adams were thus permitted to continue teaching in the ways they always had.  
The same individualism implied in these quotes was also reinforced through PD at 
Adams. Lillian recognized that “teachers in this school don’t like to do anything that’s top down. 
They want it to be bottom up.” And all participants described the norms of PD as top-down and 
administratively-driven. As Hazel explained, 
Our meeting agendas were often driven by somebody above us. You’re in after-school 
PD, you started with this topic, now finish it in your departments. But that meant we 
didn’t get to work on our own issues related to teaching and learning. 
Here, Hazel suggests that teachers were accustomed to collaborating around whole school 
agendas, which subsumed more meaningful work with departmental colleagues. Such mandated 
approaches to collaboration crystalize how “contrived collegiality” (Hargreaves, 1994) may 
foster teachers’ disengagement with reform perceived as top-down. In particular, this example 
points to the inefficacy of administratively-driven agendas that disregard teachers’ “own issues.”  
Participants talked about other structures to support collaboration in similar ways, 
indicating that they were ineffective and operations-oriented. Historically, because union 
regulations limited the number of hours teachers were required to stay after school, department 
meetings had been voluntary. According to Hazel, these meetings “were not well attended…we 
couldn’t really plan anything without some sort of consensus, which we didn’t have because we 
didn’t have the numbers in attendance.” The Instructional Leadership Team, the group of teacher 
leaders and administrators responsible for planning PD, was, according to Amy, a “lost ship at 
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sea.” While teachers generally spoke positively about the addition of Common Planning Time 
(CPT) – a designated period once a week for departments to meet – Charlotte recognized that 
“there are some people who dread going, or some teams that aren’t as effective or productive.” 
As Dana pointed out, “The way CPT is structured makes it hard for sincere, true collaboration 
and sharing of practice.” Partly, this was because teachers taught at many different grade levels, 
adding logistical complications. There was also limited time provided for meetings. As Dana 
said, “What can you get done 45 minutes a week?” As I show next, the challenges of 
collaboration were particularly salient in the English department. 
Department culture. The autonomous school culture at Adams was clearly visible in the 
microcosm of the English department. The English department was made up of “big 
personalities,” in Jaclyn’s words. Amy identified two types of members: “There are some 
teachers that are super engaged, super ready to talk curriculum. Then, like any department, there 
are other people who have what they’ve done for a long time and maybe aren’t so interested in 
exploring other options. They kind of feel like, ‘This works, this is what I’ve been doing.’”  
Consistent with the individualist culture at the school level, participants often referred to 
the “lack of trust” in the department, which influenced teachers’ reluctance to share their 
practice. Two anecdotes are illustrative. Tess recounted attempts to engage her colleagues in 
practitioner inquiry, building on the values instilled by her teacher preparation program: 
My first year, I brought all this food in, just like my professors taught me to do. I’m like, 
“I’d really like to explore emotional needs of students.” People came and they got the 
food. They smiled, and they never came back. I must have looked ridiculous. I was 23 
years old, and some of those teachers had been here for 30 years. 
Similarly, Amy described a departmental session of looking at student work. While she had 
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brought a work sample from a struggling writer, looking for guidance, other teachers had brought 
work samples from their highest-achieving students, in what Amy perceived as an attempt to 
demonstrate their competence. Accordingly, they evaluated her student and her teaching harshly: 
This group is one of the first times where I actually started to think, maybe I don’t want 
to show my work. I’ve shown my work to so many people. It’s always hard when you put 
your own kid or lesson plan out there and you let people say things. Even with the best of 
intentions, you’re just like, “I already did that and it didn’t work.” Like in your brain. It 
was like, “Wow, I didn’t know you guys were really gonna tear my kid to shreds here.” 
Both finally gave up on their efforts to share their practice with colleagues. These examples from 
my study confirm findings from other research that cultural pressures can overpower teachers’ 
positive deviance from the dominant way of thinking in groups (Johnson et al., 2003). They also 
illustrate how cultures of autonomy can limit the potential for meaningful reflection on practice. 
School leaders discussed teachers’ limited capacity for collaboration as a barrier to 
maximizing the full potential of the writing initiative. According to Amy, “Being able to work 
together was a huge issue the first year.” She spoke of her desire “to foster an actual professional 
learning community where we are actively working on different parts of our practice together as 
a team. To create a certain level of trust around working on our practice and sharing work and 
sharing stuff that we are doing in our rooms.” Dana described how their collaboration had been 
largely focused on dissemination of information and logistical issues rather than sharing practice. 
She said, “Teachers come to the meetings wanting some information. They want to know what 
they need to do. We’re used to more of a department meeting model versus a teaming model. I 
think it’d be exciting to get to the point where people are collaborating a lot more closely.” This 
“department meeting model” offered teachers a school-sanctioned alternative to sharing practice 
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in meaningful ways. That is, a focus on seemingly important and pressing logistical issues 
identified by administrators directed time and energy away from a focus on instruction. 
The challenges of sharing practice with other teachers may be attributed in part to the 
department’s “veteran-oriented” culture. As Kardos et al. (2001) have suggested, isolating school 
structures encourage experienced teachers to continue teaching in ways that have worked for 
them. Rather than actively seeking out new ideas or innovations, they tend to collaborate with 
colleagues in informal ways and make incremental “tweaks” to their practice. When asked what 
advice she might have for a new program director, one school leader said, “Depending on the age 
of the person coming in, they might have a problem with this department.” She continued, 
A number of them have quite a bit of experience and sometimes the older ones may feel 
like their opinion is not valued. A young administrator might feel that they have to push 
themselves forward as the person in charge. I think that’s the wrong thing to do. I think 
that you need to collaborate with each other and you need to respect their expertise. You 
can’t just brush it off because you’ve been in class and you’ve heard something from the 
ivory tower. Sometimes it’s a little different in the trenches, you know. 
Here, this participant implies that school leaders’ respect is earned by being “in the trenches.” 
She captures how English teachers valued experience over credentials or academic training, 
which they perceived as disconnected from the day-to-day realities of teaching. This perspective 
offers some explanation for teachers’ rejection of top-down reform agendas, which locate the 
answers to a school’s problems outside of the classroom. An irony is apparent, also, in how 
department members privileged classroom experience but remained hesitant to share their own 
practice, indicating recognition that their own practical knowledge as teachers was undervalued. 
As I have shown, the culture of the Adams English department was defined by autonomy, 
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which was reinforced by individualism and isolationism in the school and district. This culture 
presented particular challenges in terms of coherent implementation of the writing initiative. As I 
demonstrated in the prior section, the rationale behind the writing initiative was unclear and 
idiosyncratic. However, because teachers were discouraged from collaborating authentically and 
sharing their practice, there was no way to work through these confusions and contradictions. 
Deprivatizing practice is a requirement for developing common understandings of reform 
(Kruse, Louis, & Byrk, 1995). Negotiating meaning in this way allows teachers to better 
understand the instructional shifts they are being asked to make, addressing logistical and 
interpretive questions about policy and supporting implementation that reflects alignment with 
the policy’s underlying logic. However, sharing of practice was not part of the culture at Adams. 
As I show next, access to resources was also a challenge in implementing the writing initiative. 
Resources 
Spillane et al. (2002) highlight material considerations as important influences on situated 
cognition. Consistent with this, I included resources as the second component in my 
conceptualization of reform infrastructure. In interviews and department meetings, teachers 
mentioned many resources that influenced their ideas about and responses to the writing 
initiative, including technology, assessment materials, and the ELA Curriculum Guide. However, 
the resource mentioned most frequently by teachers was time. It was also the resource in shortest 
supply. This was true in two ways. Firstly, the initiative’s timeline presented challenges for 
providing feedback to students. Secondly, the initiative took away from time spent on classroom 
activities that were more highly valued by teachers. Additionally, as I show later, there was not 
sufficient time given for teachers to norm their scoring of writing initiative assessments together. 
Therefore, I focus my discussion here on time, arguing that it illustrates in a larger sense how 
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allocation of resources is an important way school leaders communicate their priories for reform. 
On the survey, lack of time was the most cited obstacle to implementation of the writing 
initiative. The following typical survey response captures how time constraints prevented 
teachers from engaging meaningfully with the initiative: 
The time in which the writing initiatives are given, graded, and reflected on are not 
conducive to actually implementing the action steps. We generate great ideas for mini-
lessons and interventions but a lot of the time it is too late or the assessments’ outcomes 
do not connect with the curriculum we are teaching at that time. It is also takes an 
enormous amount of time to provide thoughtful feedback on each student’s paper. 
Similar themes emerged in interviews with teacher participants. As a novice teacher, Jaclyn 
struggled to correct the assessments in a timely manner. She admitted that she did not return the 
first assessment until after she had administered the second one, despite stating that the program 
director had told her to grade them “like an AP scorer” – meaning holistically and quickly. 
Teachers’ delays in providing feedback to students were also due to the fact that the timeline for 
administration of the writing prompts, determined by the requirements of the teacher evaluation 
system, was unclear and frequently changed. This contributed to confusion about how much 
feedback teachers should provide and when. Even Tess and Amy, who did manage to provide 
timely feedback, suggested that the quality of their feedback was compromised because of the 
timeline. Tess described grading in the same way she had as a paid scorer for the New York 
Regents Examinations, allowing only two minutes per essay. This indicates how the tight 
timeline of the initiative caused teachers to emulate scoring practices on high-stakes assessments. 
Teachers also expressed frustration that time spent on the writing initiative took away 
from their planning of more valuable classroom activities. Amy found it “a challenge to say, ‘I’m 
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going to spend four hours doing this when what I really wanted to do is look in their notebooks 
or the writing that I’ve assigned.” Mike described having to put his well-loved literacy 
autobiography unit aside “because I know [the initiative] has a timeframe.” These teachers 
perceived time as a resource in short supply that was unequally distributed among the writing 
initiative and their own curricular goals, which were more meaningful to them and their students. 
These examples illustrate how the designation of time is an important way that school 
leaders communicate reform goals. Coburn (2005) has suggested that administrators structure 
opportunities for teachers to make sense of policy through their decisions about what school 
activities to allocate time for. The fact that school leaders at Adams had not designated time for 
writing initiative work was perceived by teachers as an indication of their lack of investment in 
the initiative. Mike said, “One suggestion I have is that if it’s really important, you have to 
continue to make time within CPT. Otherwise things just can kind of get tampered with, lost in 
the shuffle.” Tess agreed that “if they really want us to do it, they should give us CPT time to 
review it.” The allotment of more time would allow for teachers to engage with the initiative 
more meaningfully and utilize it as a tool for collaboration. Lillian understood how resourcing 
functioned as signaling. As acting program director for another subject area, she “made sure we 
had time during CPT to discuss this, to work on scoring rubrics, to talk about the kinds of 
questions that we were going to ask. I made it a priority.” Envisioning a chain of messaging from 
school leaders to teachers to the classroom raises questions about how the value of the writing 
initiative was relayed to students, given the minimal feedback teachers provided on it. 
School leaders were aware of the obstacles presented by the timeframe of the initiative. 
Hazel summarized, saying, “It wasn’t enough time between this assessment and the next 
assessment, how they were still grading it. In the meantime, they’re teaching something else, so 
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it’s not a priority. They grade quickly so that they can give the kids feedback quickly.” Similarly, 
Charlotte described the feedback she received from teachers: “‘We don’t have enough time to 
norm – we don’t have enough time to do all this stuff,’ was a lot of the refrain from this year. 
Then on the other end, ‘We’re sick of talking about this. We don’t have enough time to do it, but 
we also think we’re spending too much time on it.’” Here, Charlotte points to the contradiction in 
how teachers spoke about the initiative as both something they did not want to spend time on and 
something they did not have enough time for. Next, I expand on how school leaders shaped 
teachers’ sense-making of the writing initiative, focusing on the role of department leaders. 
Leadership Factors 
In this section, I argue that incoherence existed in leadership around the writing initiative, 
which is the third dimension of reform infrastructure I have identified. Specifically, I argue that 
the culture of autonomy in the department, along with leadership transitions, served as an 
obstacle to English department leaders’ efforts to facilitate collaboration in the department. 
Research has stressed the critical role school leaders play in shaping teachers’ understanding and 
implementation of education policy. Coburn’s (2005) work, for example, depicted school leaders 
as sense-makers working to buffer or intensify policy messages in the school environment, often 
in ways that reflect their own perspectives. Previous research has shown that school leaders’ 
brokering across informational and personal networks strongly impacts teacher sense-making 
(Spillane & Kim, 2012). This is especially true for teacher leaders, who are in a key position to 
help with the day-to-day challenges of implementation (Margolis, 2008). Therefore, it is worth 
considering in more depth how English department leaders influenced teachers’ sense-making. 
Administrative turnover was the norm at Adams, which had seen five different 
headmasters in eight years. During the year of this study, there were two major transitions 
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observed in the English department. Firstly, the lead teacher for English was new to her position, 
although not to the school. Secondly, the long-time English program director retired in 
November. The new program director, also a teacher at Adams, was not appointed until March.  
Participants indicated that the long-time program director was the school leader who had 
most influenced their sense-making of the writing initiative. She was generally well-liked by 
teachers and respected for her experience. In interviews, there were frequent refrains of “We love 
her!” Jaclyn, especially, described her as an important resource during her first years of teaching.  
Lillian suggested that this program director led the department in a way that was top-
down. Discussing the leadership transition, she stated, “If you notice the English department 
falling apart, it’s because [the program director] does a lot of stuff for people instead of helping 
them build the skill and the skin in the game to do it themselves.” Similarly, she also observed 
that “[the program director] does a lot of [curriculum] writing herself, too, so it isn’t necessarily 
teacher-driven. She does a lot of work for the English department, which doesn’t make sense to 
me. Like, you all are professionals. Figure it out yourselves.” 
These characterizations contrast with the program director’s own description of her work 
with the department, which she framed as collaborative, often using first person plural. For 
example, she stated, “We started doing things like sharing best practices. We developed the 
curriculum. It wasn’t me going in and saying this is how it’s got to be done. It was working 
through it as a department.” This tension between administrative authority and collaborative 
leadership was vividly illustrated in her imagined advice to the new program director: 
I see it as like, there is a conductor, because – and I will say that sometimes I think of this 
job as like herding cats. Because they are all wandering in their own directions and you 
have to kind of – it’s hard to bring them all in and get some consensus – but it is kind of 
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like being a conductor. Somebody is in charge, but everybody has you know, this great 
music and somebody needs to direct it so that we get this beautiful symphony that comes 
out of all of their talents, you know what I mean? So, I think it’s kind of like a conductor 
relationship, which is not to discredit their virtuosity. 
Her use of dueling metaphors – “herding cats” and conducting a symphony – to describe her 
leadership beautifully reflects her valuing of teacher expertise. It also speaks to an inconsistency 
in her leadership style and the sense in which her commitment to teachers’ “virtuosity” 
conflicted with a need for accountability and direction in the department. 
The program director’s departure contributed to a lack of coherence in writing initiative 
implementation. This was most evident in what happened to the writing prompts after she retired. 
As discussed in Chapter 3, a major change observed during this study was that English teachers 
began using standardized assessments for the initiative, rather than teacher-designed materials. 
The program director selected the standardized prompts and gave them “blind” so teachers did 
not know the questions beforehand. Because no one was privy to her decision-making about the 
prompts, when she retired in November of 2016, there was no way to access the prompts she had 
selected for future administrations. Furthermore, no new program director was appointed for 
several months. Teachers were left to select prompts on their own. This example demonstrates 
how leadership transitions can compromise the coherence of reform initiatives. However, as I 
show in Chapter 6, the lessening of accountability structures during these transitions can create 
space for teachers to exercise professional autonomy with reform in important ways. 
Teacher participants all described the chaos that resulted out of what Tess termed “a 
transition year” and “reconstruction.” She reflected on the department’s progress: “It’s 
impossible to say, ‘Oh, this year’s leadership has been great’ when we didn’t have a full-time 
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leader until the very end.” Both of the new department leaders were well liked and well 
respected, due in part to their extensive teaching experience. However, they still faced substantial 
challenges. Both described numerous “loose ends” that they were left to tie up. Both pointed to 
the difficulty of juggling teaching with leadership responsibilities. Most importantly, their 
leadership styles did not always cohere with the established culture in the department.  
Amy’s case is illustrative. This was not her first leadership position. In interviews, she 
referred often to her experience as lead teacher at another district school, which she had held at 
the young age of 23. While she felt that she was “probably more competent as a leader now, just 
as a human,” she adopted a learning stance to her leadership role, reflecting often on her own 
practice. When asked about her leadership goals, she confided, “Let me preface this by saying 
that my mind has been continuously blown by how I have no idea how to enact school change. I 
have literally no idea.” In important ways, her leadership style reads as counter-cultural to the 
department. As a relative newcomer to Adams, she saw her outsider status as a benefit: 
It was pretty interesting to come into a group where I don’t really know the working 
relationships. I don’t know any of the personal relationships either, background stuff that 
happened ten years ago I have no idea about. To some degree, that might have 
handicapped me. In other ways, it might have helped because like, I am really just trying 
to do this protocol right now. You know? It’s not like I have any personal stake in it. 
As this statement suggests, protocol usage was a defining characteristic of Amy’s 
leadership style. She attributed this to her experiences with a teacher residency program she had 
completed, where, by her own estimation, she had “literally done thousands of these protocols.” 
She understood protocols as effective tools for supporting systematic inquiry into practice. 
However, she recognized that in the department, there was “no established understanding of how 
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to use protocols or why protocols are important and valuable, and so it’s a change to the practice 
that has been established there.” She saw that department colleagues often used protocols 
superficially, rather than getting to a “deeper place.” This was despite the fact that teachers were 
frequently exposed to protocol usage in whole school PD. Indeed, their resistance to protocols 
may be explained as a rejection of leadership they perceived to be top-down. Amy saw that her 
approach positioned her as a cultural outsider to the department, but with the strength of her 
convictions, she persisted: “It’s like I don’t even – I’ll just throw it out there, I don’t care.” 
This fostered tension when protocols were used to facilitate sharing of instructional 
practice. “There’s been multiple times we’ve done looking at student work sessions and those 
always tend to be frosty,” Amy explained. She recounted one particularly contentious session: 
What was hard for me in that moment – this is just facilitation, again, this could happen 
with any group – but people were saying things that weren’t true about the paper. And 
there’s no part of the protocol where you check somebody else’s observations. They’re 
just supposed to be observations. There’s no way for me to say. 
The breakdown here appears to have been at two levels. First was in the nature of the protocol. 
Ironically, while Amy assumed that it would facilitate a more productive discussion, it ended up 
doing the opposite, foreclosing opportunities for her to have a real conversation with her 
colleagues. Second was the lack of shared understanding about the fair and appropriate use of the 
protocol. Rather, it turned into a personal attack on Amy, perhaps reflecting resentment about her 
leadership style. Absent a collective understanding of the value of sharing student work and the 
trusting relationships required for this, teachers took up a defensive or protective stance around 
their practice. The fact that Amy often struggled to get teachers to bring student work to share 
with colleagues during department time further illustrated the protective stance teachers adopted 
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around their practice. Amy’s description captures the tension that can result when procedural 
change is enacted without first making the necessary cultural shifts (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). 
In the next section, I describe how the formal professional learning structures at Adams also 
worked to discourage teachers from deprivatizing their practice. 
Professional Learning Factors 
The fourth component of reform infrastructure I identified was formal structures for 
professional learning. Spillane et al. (2002) suggest that the socialization that occurs through PD 
is an essential tool for mediating confusion about reform. Interaction within and between 
affiliated groups brings important insights and perspectives, distributing teacher expertise across 
the school. In the English department, teachers struggled to engage in authentic norming of 
writing assessments. Furthermore, at the whole school level, limited PD was provided around 
writing. In what follows, I argue that these lack of opportunities for meaningful PD prevented 
teachers from developing coherent understandings of how to implement the initiative. 
Norming. A key assumption underlying administrators’ conceptualization of the writing 
initiative was the idea that teachers would norm the assessments in their departments. That is, 
they would engage in a process of collaboratively evaluating the writing assessments to calibrate 
their scoring, individually scoring assessments and then discussing their rationale for the scores 
until they reached agreement. As Charlotte explained: “We set the stage with the common 
practices of the data inquiry cycle, so everyone who asked understands: we assess, we norm.” 
Norming can be an important tool for professional learning that supports the deprivatization of 
practice (Baker et. al., 2013). By collectively evaluating student work, teachers can develop 
shared expectations for students’ writing and common feedback strategies. In the case of the 
writing initiative, norming was required so that assessment data could be compared across 
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classrooms and grade levels. Teacher participants believed norming to be valuable and saw it as 
an important component of the initiative. However, when they discussed norming, it was 
exclusively in terms of how the initiative’s norming goals were not realized. 
Teachers identified many problems with departmental norming around writing 
assessments. Most often, they stated that they did not have enough time to norm the assessments 
with colleagues, indicating they wanted and needed more opportunities to do so. There were six 
survey responses similar to the following: “We should utilize some PD time to grade formatives 
together, as the process is overwhelming. It would help to have our colleagues there to bounce 
ideas off of and build morale.” Amy mentioned that the writing initiative at her old school was 
successful because teachers were given department time to grade together. By contrast, Hazel 
observed that there had been little time devoted to this in the English department. The middle 
school teachers, who were especially interested in norming, were prevented from doing so 
because of the school schedule. Only one middle school teacher could regularly attend CPT. 
Furthermore, the middle school teachers were unable to collaborate during their free periods 
because they shared classrooms. Tess explained, “The only way they could figure this out is if 
they built another room, or three more rooms, we would be able to have CPT, really good CPT.” 
Thus, along with time, physical space was a resource in short supply, limiting opportunities for 
collaboration. Interestingly, teachers’ expressed desire for more time to norm contradicts the 
protective stance they adopted around their practice and their resistance to bringing student work 
to department time, as previously discussed. This may suggest that some teachers had different 
ideas about what was involved in norming than Amy and other school leaders, or did not connect 
it with the sharing of their practice. 
Teachers also frequently characterized norming in the department as ineffective or 
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inauthentic. According to Amy, “We did spend a lot of time doing what we thought was 
norming.” And as Dana described it, “Norming for our department was like – we thought we 
were talking about the same thing and we were talking past each other. We weren’t quite on the 
same page.” Tess was especially critical of the department’s efforts at norming. She highly 
valued the sharing of student work, and recognized the inadequacy of their collaboration: 
I guess we have had some norming sessions. We had rubric norming, we had prompt or 
essay norming which those were, I mean now that I’ve done some reading on what 
norming should look like, they were done horribly. Norming is such a process of trust 
and investment and time that sitting me down one day of the entire year to norm with two 
other teachers whose teaching I never got to see is not effective at all. 
Here, Tess identifies other factors necessary for successful norming, including trusting 
relationships and a shared vocabulary for talking about student writing. She also suggests that 
norming must be part of a larger engagement with department colleagues. As a vehicle for the 
deprivatization of practice, authentic norming goes beyond sharing student work and requires 
that teachers situate this work more broadly in a shared repertoire of aligned instructional 
approaches. Ultimately, these ineffective norming processes left teachers feeling that they were 
“grading in the dark,” in Jaclyn’s words and, as Tess put it, “that the data does not really reflect a 
normed standard.” As I discuss later in this chapter, lack of authentic norming also led teachers 
to doubt the reliability of the data, and by extension, the value of the writing initiative. 
 Whole school PD. In addition to these challenges around departmental collaboration, 
lack of professional learning opportunities at the school level also prevented teachers from 
developing shared understandings about the writing initiative. Minimal support was provided to 
teachers around writing instruction at the whole school level. This was not to say the writing 
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initiative did not figure prominently in PD. Charlotte explained her intent to “use PD to build 
people’s capacity to do what we’re asking them to do, because my assumption is they’re not 
doing it because they don’t know how to do it and no one’s leading them through the work. It’s 
not that we’re giving them everything and they’re refusing to do it.” She expressed her 
frustration with other school leaders who took deficit views of teachers’ non-compliance, a 
common trend in the implementation literature (e.g. Datnow & Park, 2009). 
However, the PD focus was on walking teachers through the data inquiry cycle, not on 
developing their writing pedagogy. Charlotte explained, “Two years ago, almost every PD 
session was about the writing initiative. Throughout the year we walked people through the 
process, and it was presented as a data inquiry process sort of thing. I always show this little 
chart, like assess, analyze data, right, you go in this cycle.” Other teachers confirmed this, but 
described PD solely in terms of using spreadsheets. According to Tess, “We didn’t go into detail 
about the whole school stuff other than how to put the data into these spreadsheets.” By contrast, 
all the writing-oriented work, “what the prompt is, to grade them, what day we’re going to do 
that, what rubric we’re going to use, that was all done in departments.” Tess’s statements 
indicate how the writing component of the initiative was seen as a departmental concern, while 
the whole school focus was around the data inquiry cycle. School leaders’ attempts to distribute 
responsibility for the writing focus to departments could be seen either as an attempt to draw on 
the knowledge of content-area teachers, or as an abdication of instructional leadership. 
Charlotte only gave two examples of writing-related PD. The first was “when we had this 
guy from [a local university] come to do this optional workshop with math and science teachers 
about teaching writing.” Additionally, “I think one of the most successful PDs we had was when 
teachers led workshops about different angles into writing itself. How to give feedback on 
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writing without selling your life away to grading, how to teach it to special ed. students. People 
signed up for them.” In both cases, these PD opportunities were voluntary, single sessions. It was 
unclear how many teachers participated. This is to suggest that PD around writing at the whole 
school level was not comprehensive or sustained. 
Teachers had little recollection of any whole school PD provided about writing. When 
asked about this, Jaclyn responded, “Is that a trick question?” Mike recalled, “There were some 
helpful conversations in CPT, but as far as PD around writing instruction for example, no.” And 
Lillian stated: “I don’t think we had any whole school PD. It was really just kept in 
departments.” Dana called the lack of writing-focused PD “a lapse, especially when you’re doing 
it across disciplines.” She implied that while English teachers could manage because they 
already had formal training in teaching writing, other subject areas were at a particular loss. 
This suggests that PD at Adams was not organized to support teachers’ professional 
learning about writing. Teachers’ inability to recollect whole school PD around writing, which 
contrasts with school leaders’ perspectives, betrays that it may not have been meaningful to 
them. The piecemeal PD teachers received also reflects school leaders’ uncertain and conflicting 
goals with the initiative. For most administrators, the writing focus was secondary. Additionally, 
Charlotte gave a sense that administrators themselves lacked expertise in the teaching of writing: 
“I always felt like we were just trying to feel it out, and no one in the room was an expert on 
writing or an expert on school improvement initiatives.” This begs questions about the extent to 
which school leaders attempted to utilize the staff’s knowledge as a resource. The only example 
of this, which no participant besides Charlotte mentioned, was a voluntary one-shot workshop. 
As is now accepted as common wisdom in the PD literature, in order for PD experiences to be 
impactful, they must be sustained and supported over time. While it is unclear whether English 
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teachers led these workshops, it stands to reason they had a level of writing expertise that could 
have been capitalized on by and for the school community.  
The district’s role is also a central absence in the data. School leaders did not seek out 
curriculum experts from the central office for support with the writing initiative. No participants 
mentioned interactions with district staff around the writing initiative. In part, this may be 
because district-provided PD was perceived by both teachers and administrators to be less than 
useful. As Amy indicated, “The central office is not renown for creating PD experiences that 
teachers would actually be motivated to attend.” It may also suggest the challenge of navigating 
the maze of district resources, even for those familiar with the district. An important question to 
consider is whether support from the district could have offered a level of coherence in terms of 
the vision and purpose of the initiative, along with support for writing instruction. 
My analysis suggests that incoherence across what Spillane et al. (2002) have identified 
as the situational factors influencing sense-making was a major obstacle to teachers’ developing 
shared understandings about the purpose of the writing initiative and how to implement it. These 
findings also indicate that the culture of autonomy in the department can be seen as an artifact of 
structural obstacles to collaboration. Rather than assuming teachers did not want to share their 
practice, what emerges from the data is a picture of how school structures can work to stymie 
teachers’ professional interests and values, leading them to keep their practice private. In this 
case, incoherence in the infrastructure of reform around the writing initiative led to a lack of 
shared sense-making, which influenced teachers to make sense of the initiative in individual 
ways. In the next section, I make the case that there was further incoherence across 
representational and situational dimensions of sense-making. 
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The ”Coherence Gap” at Adams 
A lack of coherence also existed between the representational and situational factors 
influencing teachers’ sense-making of the writing initiative. In the following section, I argue that 
the “infrastructure of reform” around the initiative did not align with the perceived purposes of 
the initiative. I term this disconnect between the purposes of reform (or representational factors) 
and its supporting structures (or situational factors) “the coherence gap.” Specifically, I show 
how the use of the initiative in teacher evaluations was at odds with its use as a formative tool. 
Formative Purposes 
As mentioned in the first section of this chapter, one of the purposes of the writing 
initiative was as a vehicle for formative assessment of students. In other words, the writing 
initiative was conceived as a tool to support teachers in modifying their teaching and learning 
activities to improve students’ writing. This goal was evident in naming it the “Common 
Formative Writing Assessment” initiative. The formative nature of the initiative was linked 
closely to the purposes of data-driven decision-making and both were stressed during whole 
school PD. For example, administrators provided teachers with a required reading outlining ten 
principles of effective formative assessment. Hazel summarized the logic of formative 
assessment as follows: “If I’m going to give you a lesson on how to develop a thesis or whatever, 
then I need to have you write, to put it into practice. And then I need to give you feedback on 
that. And then I need to give you targeted instruction based on whatever I saw in the 
assessment.” Importantly, this logic presumes a high level of professional judgment, as teachers 
must know how to adapt their writing instruction to meet students’ needs. 
Messages about the value of the common writing assessments as formative tools were 
also explicit in school documents. The guidelines documents framed the importance of effective 
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feedback and offered examples of how teachers could use the writing initiative formatively, as 
Figure 5 below indicates. This figure is taken from the 2014-2015 writing initiative guidelines. 
What qualifies as meaningful feedback on student writing? 
Feedback is critical for student learning. Students need a clear understanding of why they scored as they did 
and what it takes to grow. Examples: 
• Show exemplars of student writing to illustrate what a 4, 3, and 2 essay looks like. Discuss 
these exemplars against the rubric as a class.  
• Identify trends in the essays, and select a few characteristic examples to share those with the 
class. Identify ways to improve the sample essays. 
• Identify 2 or 3 specific things students can improve and write that on the essays. 
• Have students write a reflection that includes 2-3 focus areas for themselves. 
 
Figure 5. Excerpt from 2014-2015 Writing Initiative Guidelines Document 
This document clearly emphasized that teachers were expected to use the common writing 
assessments as formative tools, representing this as a key purpose of the initiative. 
Administrators also stressed the importance of making writing assessments a low-
pressure activity for students. As Lillian explained, “The ideal for me would be that it doesn’t 
count for anything. It’s a formative assessment where you’re getting information, and you’re 
giving that information back to kids.” Similarly, in the guidelines documents, teachers were told 
to count the assessments only as quiz-equivalent grade or extra credit assignment: 
The goal is to strike a balance between a) not penalizing students for developing writing 
skills, and b) making the assessment count so as to motivate students. The formative 
assessments should not significantly affect a students’ grade, since it is a skills check. 
Framing the assessment as a “skills check” rather than a significant, graded assignment 
reinforced the idea that teachers were expected to use it as an instructional tool. 
No teachers contested the value of formative assessment. Indeed, as I showed earlier in 
my discussion of data-driven decision-making, teachers all acknowledged the importance of 
using data to inform their instruction. However, every school leader I interviewed indicated that 
teachers were not using the writing assessments formatively to make meaningful changes in their 
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practice. Lillian described this as “a huge miss.” In the next section, I argue that this dissonance 
can be explained by how accountability structures undercut the initiative’s formative purposes. 
Evaluative Structures 
The formative purposes I have just described conflicted with the writing initiative’s 
function as an evaluative mechanism. I mentioned earlier in this chapter that one component of 
what I have termed the “infrastructure of reform” is the accountability system underlying reform. 
As I show next, the accountability structures around the writing initiative were a powerful 
influence on teachers. This undercut the initiative’s use as both a formative tool to help teachers 
modify their writing instruction and as a vehicle to support professional growth. 
In contrast to school leaders’ framing of the initiative as a low-pressure activity for 
students, the guidelines documents gave a long list of artifacts from the initiative that teachers 
were required to submit for their evaluations, including writing prompts, graded student work, 
spreadsheets of performance data, an action plan for adjusting instruction, and lessons and 
student work showing implementation of the action plan. On departmental writing initiative 
plans, teachers were also required to set shared benchmarks for student growth and proficiency, 
which became the learning goal included in their evaluations. 
Linking student performance on writing initiative assessments to teachers’ evaluations 
fostered anxiety around the initiative, as teachers became more concerned with demonstrating 
growth than with improving their practice. It also contributed to distrust of school leaders. Mike 
articulated this clearly, stating that “people didn’t trust” the new administration. He described 
them “coming in hard and antagonistic.” He felt that “any time people start to use data in the 
teaching profession as a way to evaluate, I think it’s just really suspect.” He also suggested that 
heightened accountability impacted teachers’ scoring, saying, “Sometimes I might think a kid 
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should get this [grade], but once you add the element of teacher accountability to it, it’s almost 
like, are you inflating or are you specifically not giving the kid the grade you think they might 
get because you don’t want to be seen as inflating?” When asked how her colleagues had 
responded to inclusion of writing initiative data in their evaluations, Tess responded similarly: 
Oh my God. Everybody was like – so then it became not about informing our teaching, 
about what you’re teaching to your students, it was more about well, I guess if all my 
kids do really bad at the beginning, I have incentive to give them low scores at the 
beginning and then they can only grow from there. 
Dana also identified accountability as a major obstacle to engagement with the initiative: 
It was essentially one of the only major components of the evaluation, and I think 
teachers felt that it didn’t allow an opportunity to consider other things that they were 
doing in their practice because they were mandated elements that needed to be included 
in [the district’s online teacher evaluation platform] for that…I think the minute it was 
part of [this system] it lost a lot of the [formative] focus because people were more 
concerned about their evaluation rather than the process. 
These responses highlight how linking the initiative to teacher evaluations caused teachers to 
discount its formative purposes. They also demonstrate that teachers themselves recognized the 
disconnect between the initiative’s goals and the school structures around it. 
Teachers’ concerns about the potential for writing initiative scores to be used punitively 
on their evaluations persisted despite the fact that, in the third year of the initiative, 
administrators did not require teachers to submit complete spreadsheets of data as part of their 
evaluations, as they had in its first two years. This was intended to lessen the accountability 
burden. Charlotte recognized that “the feeling of accountability really weighed on people that 
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first year.” Along similar lines, at three times in his interviews, Mike described the writing 
initiative as a “high pressure activity” during its first year because of the teacher evaluation 
focus. But he later confirmed, “They moved away from that one.” Amy explained the evolution 
away from spreadsheets as the major accountability mechanism: 
The first two years, it was used as an evaluation tool. It was one of the required artifacts, 
your data from these writing initiatives. Then we found out it wasn’t going to be used 
anymore in that capacity. I mean, it is still an artifact, but it’s kind of different…it used to 
be you had to upload a spreadsheet of all your data. Now, it’s not about uploading the 
spreadsheet of the data. It’s more like, follow three students throughout the trajectory of 
their writing initiatives. 
School leaders perceived that decreased accountability lessened teacher anxiety around the 
initiative. Charlotte observed, “I don’t think in their evaluation they’re as nervous because 
they’ve seen us be good to our word, that what matters is you’re attempting this. No one is 
getting bad evals because their kids’ writing scores didn’t go up. I think that fear has gone.” Yet, 
in spite of school leaders’ attempts to remove the accountability burden, there was widespread 
acknowledgement of gaming the assessment system into the third year of the initiative, as I show 
next. This captures how messages about reform can linger in the school environment despite 
changes made in reform infrastructure. Put another way, these examples show how 
representational factors may be stronger influences on teachers’ responses to reform over the 
long term, subsuming structural factors that evolve and change. They may also illustrate how 
teachers did not trust administrators’ messaging around accountability structures. 
Amy was the only participant to speak positively about the accountability structures 
around the writing initiative. “I will admit that things get crazy,” she said, “and then, you don’t 
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end up doing what you wished that you had. With the eval deadlines, the data had to be in this 
spreadsheet. That held me accountable to a certain degree to get them all graded and do certain 
lessons with my kids.” As a relative newcomer to Adams, Amy had a different frame of 
reference than many of the veteran teachers. She explained, “Having experiences at other schools 
makes me a lot less likely to complain about anything here. I’ve been in situations where I was at 
the brink of not being able to do what I needed to do. So, to me, maybe I’m not super excited 
about the writing initiative, but it’s really the only non-negotiable that I’ve had.” This supports 
Spillane et al.’s (2002) findings that institutional context can shape individual cognition and 
perceptions of reform in a retrospective sense, even as teachers move from school to school. 
Teacher’s concerns about evaluations also demonstrate how school reforms are nested in 
webs of larger accountability structures with conflicting aims and purposes, highlighting tensions 
between localized and centralized control over the initiative. Although the writing initiative was 
conceived as a school-specific reform, the potential for teacher investment in the initiative as a 
homegrown, local effort was undermined by district accountability structures. Since the initiative 
was included in the district’s mandated Quality School Plan for school improvement, the district 
was able to exert measures of regulatory control over how it was implemented. Indeed, Adams 
was under pressure to demonstrate that it had met the goals of the Quality School Plan to the 
district, itself answerable to larger state-level accountability structures influencing the design of 
the district’s teacher evaluation system. The district also exerted implementation pressure on 
teachers through their individual evaluations. Teachers’ frustrations around accountability for the 
writing initiative indicated their larger dissatisfaction with the district’s new system for teacher 
evaluation, which was presented at the same time as the initiative. According to Tess, 
It was kind of like, “Well, we have to do it. We have to do it because our accreditation 
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depends on it.” Even though it was top down, it was kind of explained that the reason 
why it was top down was because it was top down from above them, from the district. 
The presentation of the formative assessments and the new [district] eval system, they 
were done at the same time. So, it really then just became this anger among everybody 
about how the evaluations have changed. 
Administrators’ representation of the initiative as part of the district’s improvement plan and the 
school’s upcoming accreditation, as Tess describes, exemplifies how school leaders separated 
themselves from responsibility for the initiative by situating it as part of a larger reform agenda. 
This may have been an attempt to neutralize any negative response to the initiative and redirect 
this from the school to the district. However, the effect was to decenter and abstract the 
initiative’s purpose in the context of the Adams school community, further obscuring what the 
initiative hoped to accomplish and making it less meaningful and urgent for teachers. 
In this section, I showed how tying the writing initiative to teacher evaluations undercut 
the initiative’s use as a formative tool. As teachers might assume students only take assignments 
seriously when they are graded, the underlying message was that teachers would not change their 
practice unless they were held accountable. On one hand, teachers were told that the initiative 
was meant to give them information about students to help them teach more effectively. On the 
other hand, it was used as an evaluative mechanism that their jobs were dependent on. This 
disconnect captures the “coherence gap” as I have conceptualized it: the discordance or lack of 
alignment between the organizational structures in place around reform and its underlying goals. 
As I showed in the prior section of this chapter, structural and cultural factors at Adams 
already worked to discourage teachers from sharing their practice. Adding a layer of 
accountability on top of these factors only reinforced the idea that teachers should keep the doors 
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of their classrooms closed. Asking teachers to alter their established practice is a risky 
proposition. As Tyack and Cuban (1995) argued two decades ago, change requires the freedom 
to explore and experiment with new ways of teaching and learning without fear of failure, along 
with the time for new pedagogical approaches to take hold. My analysis confirms their sense that 
strong accountability mechanisms may make teachers less likely to implement reforms that 
diverge from their established practice. Avoiding the negative outcomes of reform mandates may 
become a more pressing concern than improving outcomes for students, especially in the absence 
of a coherent vision for reform. As I demonstrate next, the gaps between the initiative’s stated 
purposes and its reform infrastructure contributed to teachers’ disengagement with the initiative. 
Educator Investment in the Writing Initiative 
In this section, I show that the “coherence gap” at Adams was an obstacle to teachers and 
school leaders fully investing in the initiative. My use of “investment” here is shorthand for what 
educational change scholars – and my participants themselves – often refer to as “buy-in.” This 
concept, as conventionally understood, encompasses the degree to which teachers do or do not 
agree with, subscribe to, or take up change initiatives. However, I find the term “buy-in” to be 
problematic, since it is premised on a transactional exchange, suggesting school leaders must 
persuade teachers to take up their reform agenda. This term underscores a lack of teacher agency 
in conceptualizing and enacting change initiatives. Therefore, except when quoting participants, I 
use “investment” to reflect my vision for teachers and school leaders’ shared commitment to the 
larger aim and scope of reform. A lack of investment in the writing initiative manifested in three 
ways. The first was in teachers’ skepticism about the meaningfulness of writing initiative data. 
The second was in how teachers resisted the initiative; some teachers scored assessments 
subjectively to demonstrate student growth while others took a compliance stance, treating it as a 
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“checked box,” in Lillian’s words. The third was in school leaders’ ambivalence about the 
writing focus of the initiative, which also influenced teacher investment. 
Skepticism about Data 
Teachers’ lack of investment in the writing initiative was most evident indirectly in how 
they dismissed the “data” garnered from the common writing assessments. The term that teachers 
used with the highest frequency when discussing writing initiative data was “meaningless.” All 
teacher participants expressed skepticism about the value of these data as a result of variation in 
how the writing assessments were administered and scored and widespread perceptions that 
teachers had not scored the assessments objectively. 
Teachers described inconsistency in the use of writing initiative assessments. They stated 
that lack of clear expectations around how assessments should be administered and scored 
contributed to data that were skewed and unreliable. This made it difficult to draw comparisons 
across classes, from one administration to another, or between teachers. Hazel explained, 
It was kind of like the data always felt like it was skewed. I hate to say this, but some 
people, they would get the assessments and they taught a book that related to the 
assessment and then they did the assessment. And so the data wasn’t measuring the skills, 
it was measuring what they retained from what the individual teacher taught. 
One survey respondent concurred that “it’s impossible to have valid and reliable data from three 
numeric scores on a writing assessment.” And as one teacher stated forcefully at a department 
meeting, “We’re all using different rubrics. The data is useless. This is pointless. I don’t know 
how it happened, but I’m so angry doing it.” Variation in how the writing assessments were 
scored was partly attributable to the lack of effective norming, discussed earlier in this chapter. 
As Charlotte explained, “The data isn’t that reliable because people aren’t aligned in how they 
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would evaluate students.” Amy pointed to the “domino effect” these perceptions had on teachers’ 
investment in the initiative: “It makes people feel like it’s pointless and then they feel even worse 
about spending time doing it. It’s this idea that if this data doesn’t mean anything, or we don’t 
use it for anything, or the data is skewed, then I’m really hating the fact that I’m putting all this 
time into it.” 
The second reason teachers found the data “meaningless” was the widespread perception 
that teachers were gaming the system of common writing assessments. This was closely linked to 
the use of writing initiative data in teacher evaluations. All teacher participants described the 
different ways they or their colleagues were able to use data to demonstrate student growth on 
the assessments. Most frequently, they discussed setting deliberately conservative growth targets 
and scoring the first assessment more easily than the others. As Mike observed, “When there was 
the idea that people could potentially use these scores in a punitive way, I think people were 
careful about how they graded them.” One survey respondent said candidly, 
It is not in our best interest to grade the summative as rigorously as the two formatives. I 
do not think you can measure if I, as a teacher, helped 100% of my students to grow as 
writers from one assessment that I have total control of manipulating the data and am 
tempted to do so because it is tied to my evaluation. Especially if I know my students 
have grown as writers but this one assessment does not indicate growth. 
In other words, accountability pressures and the assessments’ limited capacity to capture 
students’ writing proficiency ran up against teachers’ professional judgement.  
There was also speculation that some teachers discussed the prompts with students before 
administering them. Jaclyn “picked up a rumor that someone reported that someone else had 
been teaching the formative to their kids before they got it.” This was one reason the program 
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director gave for shifting to standardized assessments, a decision about which Jaclyn observed, 
“There’s a lot of push back on this one.” Teachers also recognized that they could make up 
scores on the assessments for evaluation purposes. Jaclyn was transparent about this:  
I was talking to a teacher in a different department. And she was saying, theoretically 
speaking, we don’t have to actually grade these formatives. The way that they are asking 
for us to share data does not in any way cause you to actually grade them. You can make 
up all the data, and that for me is really scary. I’m doing all this work, these kids are 
spending three days writing, and there’s no way to actually make sure that I gave them? 
Jaclyn found the potential to make up scores “actually alarming, because I don’t believe in doing 
things for no reason.” Her comments illustrate how perceptions of teacher dishonesty around the 
initiative influenced teachers to disengage further with its underlying goals and purposes. 
 “Meaningless” data also undercut the formative value of the writing assessments, as 
discussed in the previous section. Tess explained, “It’s not like we were at all vested in it. 
Nobody at that point was using their data. To even argue that we’ll be able to use this to inform 
our instruction wasn’t even a valid argument.” And according to Jaclyn, “If the data is supposed 
to be informing our decisions, but we don’t actually have to show that we administered the tests, 
what does the data mean, really? How do we know that someone didn’t make it up?” Ironically, 
here, these teachers suggest the need for more accountability, even though it was accountability 
structures that motivated teachers’ dishonesty in the first place. Both statements indicate that 
teachers’ perceptions that their colleagues were not approaching the initiative honestly 
contributed indirectly to their lack of being “vested” in the initiative’s formative goals. 
Teacher Resistance 
Teachers also revealed their lack of investment in the writing initiative directly, 
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describing how they resisted the initiative in subtle and overt ways. Two examples are 
illustrative. Tess explained how she expressed her dissatisfaction with the initiative’s mandates: 
In my first two evaluations, I really tried to push away from the formative assessment 
data. I was like, “Here is something else to look at.” And then it was like, “You have to 
show your data on these particular assessments.” And I was like, “But that doesn’t really 
show…” and I was trying to argue it and it was very passive-aggressive.  
As exemplified in Tess’s “passive-aggressiveness,” most teacher resistance to the initiative was 
covert. This may reflect how the pressures of accountability structures worked to keep teachers 
in line. However, there were other instances in which teachers directly challenged administrative 
authority. Tess vividly captured this in her recounting of a whole school PD session focused on 
how to use writing initiative data formatively. She said, 
I remember Charlotte really trying to use this basketball analogy, like about how the 
coach can use the score in order to change the players. And I remember seeing her really 
going with that. And then [the basketball coach] stood up and was like, “Actually that’s 
not what I would do in the game.” And it was just this heart-wrenching moment. 
This “heart-wrenching moment” illustrates how hostile some teachers had become towards the 
initiative. It also demonstrates how teachers’ lack of trust in the administration undermined the 
efficacy of the initiative. In this case, the basketball coach disagreed with school leaders’ goals 
strongly enough to question them in a public forum. The incident may also be attributable to the 
fact that Charlotte was a relative newcomer to Adams. Given the veteran-oriented school culture, 
she was a vulnerable target for teachers’ resentment towards the initiative. 
By contrast, other teachers approached the initiative from a compliance stance, reflecting 
a superficial level of investment in its goals and purposes. This was evident in Mike’s description 
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of the initiative as “something that you just take care of for eval purposes.” School leaders 
recognized this trend. Evonne wanted the initiative “to move out of compliance into purposeful 
planning and learning.” And Charlotte said, “There’s still this compliance piece where 
everyone’s expected to do it, which weighs on people who aren’t bought in. They’re just doing it 
because they have to, not because they believe in it.” She distinguished this from the kind of 
compliance that resulted from accountability measures: “It’s not, ‘I’m nervous I’m gonna get a 
bad evaluation.’ It’s a different type of compliance.” That is, she saw this kind of compliance as 
a resignation to the mandates of a reform whose purpose teachers were ambivalent about. 
In the matter of compliance, Jaclyn’s case is particularly revealing. While she strived to 
implement the initiative with fidelity, she indicated little concern with its larger rationale. In her 
own estimation, “many of the things related to the writing prompts are done because they must 
be done, rather than because they are gonna be used in a meaningful way to implement 
instruction.” She explained, “It was very much like, you have to do this assessment, okay, what 
day do you want me to give it? Okay, let me make the photocopies…it was really that simple for 
me, I didn’t really think about it.” As a novice teacher, Jaclyn’s statements reflect how 
newcomers are more likely to comply with reform mandates, due in part to their narrow frame of 
reference for teaching and their vulnerable professional status (Valencia et al., 2006). The 
struggle to balance the logistical challenges of classroom teaching also makes new teachers more 
likely to seek procedural guidance without considering the underlying implications for their 
instruction or their students. This appears not to have been the situation with Jaclyn, however, as 
she recognized the limitations of the initiative. She articulated, for example, how the writing 
initiative “takes away from instruction that could be happening on other things.” However, she 
still chose to implement the initiative as written, indicating perhaps that accountability pressures 
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were a bigger consideration than her own professional judgment. As I show next, lack of 
investment was also evident in school leaders’ ambivalence about the initiative’s writing focus. 
School Leader Ambivalence 
Along with teachers’ resistance to the writing initiative, lack of investment in the 
initiative across the Adams school was apparent in the uncertainty school leaders expressed 
around the writing component of the initiative. All school leaders identified teachers’ lack of 
investment in the initiative. According to Charlotte, “I think it made some people hate writing. 
The refrain in admin meetings was always ‘Nobody’s doing it,’ or ‘Everybody hates it,’ or ‘No 
one likes the rubrics.’” She explicitly identified teacher “buy-in” as a challenge, saying, “The 
thought every teacher is a teacher of writing – not everyone has bought into that idea, or thinks 
it’s worthwhile.” Hazel recognized that “there has been pushback from other departments who 
don’t want to do writing” as well as “lack of buy-in among English teachers.” Dana framed 
teacher resistance as a failure of the initiative’s design, pointing to the gap between the 
initiative’s purpose and its mandates. She explained, “I think the frustration that teachers have is, 
when you ask me about my practice and the work that I’m doing with students, what I’m being 
asked to do for the writing initiative isn’t making an impact on my practice.” 
All administrators mentioned not garnering teacher “buy-in” to the initiative as a lapse in 
leadership. Lillian observed, “Part of it is we didn’t get people on board to talk about the 
importance of writing, and go through that whole long process that I often don’t have the 
patience for, that I’m learning to have the patience for, the whole, ‘Why should we do this?’” 
Similarly, Hazel described how they needed to persuade teachers of the initiative’s importance:  
It’s not enough to just have the initiative. You have to sell it to teachers. I don’t think it’s 
been sold to everybody. I think when people feel that they are going through the motions 
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because somebody is telling them they have to do it but it’s outside of what they feel is 
important for their content, they don’t give it the weight that it should have. People have 
to see how it’s beneficial or why it’s worthwhile regardless of their curriculum. 
Charlotte’s example captures school leaders’ lack of investment in the initiative. Directly 
and often, she expressed uncertainty about whether writing should be a major school-wide goal. 
For example, she struggled to articulate the initiative’s purpose: “It’s been hard because when 
people ask, ‘Why do we have to do this?’ I’m like, ‘Because we’re doing it?’” She frequently 
described herself as reluctant to spearhead the initiative. She made three statements similar to 
this one: “I set out a little begrudgingly, because I didn’t know if this was the best place to focus 
our energy, to make things work that weren’t working. ‘Okay, let’s get rubrics that people agree 
with. Let’s make people do it.’” As with this statement, in her interview responses, Charlotte 
often juxtaposed the goals of getting people on board, on one hand, and “making them do it,” on 
the other. She indicated uncertainty about her role in supporting the initiative as well as the 
efficacy of top-down approaches to reform. In part, this dilemma arose because at the same time 
as the writing initiative, there was a schoolwide push to develop a stronger curricular focus 
around STEM which competed with the goals of the writing initiative. Charlotte believed 
strongly in the importance of writing, but was ambivalent about all the time and energy being 
devoted to the writing initiative given this other aim: 
I think writing is so, so important. Everyone should be teaching writing. But is it the 
thing that we should ask every teacher to give three assessments on a year and norm it, or 
is there something different we should be building capacity for? So much energy and 
hours and hours of work. When you think about the time teachers take to grade three 
writing prompts and input the data and reflect on it and upload it – I don’t know. I go 
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back and forth and question how worthwhile it is. 
Charlotte also indicated that lack of administrative commitment to the writing component “is 
what’s keeping us from pouring a ton of resources into it and getting everyone trained on X.” 
These examples demonstrate school leaders’ lack of investment in the writing focus of 
the initiative. They also illustrate the degree to which administrative attitudes are crucial in 
influencing how teachers respond to reform, in that they shape how reform infrastructure is 
developed and enacted. Since providing resources is a key way school leaders signal their 
priorities for reform, the fact that the initiative was implemented with minimal support for 
writing undermined this as its purpose. Administrative ambivalence about the importance of 
writing thus filtered down to teachers. This created a “coherence gap,” as there were few 
structures and resources teachers could access in the service of the initiative’s writing goals.  
This “coherence gap” can be attributed to the disconnect between school leaders, as the 
conceivers of the writing initiative, and teachers, as implementers of the initiative. Participants’ 
discussions of “buy-in” to the initiative revealed their beliefs that teachers must be brought 
around to administrators’ reform agendas. The change literature (e.g. Sykes & Wilson, 2016) 
presents a similar understanding of buy-in as a symbolic good that school leaders attempt to 
procure from teachers through a one-directional transaction. It is administrators who have the 
ideas and their role is to convince teachers to implement them. These conceptualizations of buy-
in assume that the solutions for the problems in education exist outside the classroom. They 
favor the knowledge and goals of those in positions of power over schools, rather than valuing 
the knowledge constructed by teachers in and through practice. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I made the overarching argument that lack of coherence between how the 
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writing initiative was represented to teachers and the organizational structures in place to support 
its implementation – what I term the “coherence gap” – prevented teachers from investing in the 
initiative. These findings highlight the central importance of reform coherence to educators’ 
engagement with reform. They also demonstrate how a coherent vision for reform requires that 
representational and situational components of sense-making cohere both internally and with one 
another. In Charlotte’s words, “Ideally, school initiatives should all be aligned and match your 
vision and mission and you need to be strategic. I don’t know how strategic we were with this 
initiative.” Therefore, as a converse to Honig and Hatch’s (2004) understanding of reform 
incoherence resulting from multiple, competing demands on schools, I conceptualize 
“coherence” as the alignment of a reform’s purposes with the structures in place to support its 
implementation. Importantly, these structures must also support teachers in the deprivatization of 
practice, as this is vital to resolving confusion and contradictions in reform agendas. 
One way to address the “coherence gap” is to reconceptualize buy-in as a two-way 
exchange. To do this, I propose the idea of “investment” in reform, which I introduced at the 
beginning of this chapter, as an alternative to “buy-in.” Instead of a transactional approach to 
reform that originates from the top down, my analysis suggests that it is critical to involve 
teachers directly in the creation of an improvement agenda, to build an understanding of the 
scope and purpose of reform from the ground up. It is this kind of co-constructed (Datnow & 
Park, 2009) understanding that is needed if teachers are to meaningfully pursue educational 
change. I take up this idea more fully in the implications chapter of this dissertation. In the next 
two chapters, I address the looming question of what happens in the absence of conditions to 
support shared meaning-making about reform. 
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CHAPTER 5 
Writing Standards and Rubrics as Boundary Objects in the Adams English Department 
This chapter addresses the second set of research questions that guided my study: “What 
is the discourse around teaching writing in the Adams English department? How and to what 
extent has this discourse been shaped by the Common Writing Assessment initiative?” In posing 
these questions, I take up Gee’s (1996) definition of “big-D” Discourse as: 
A socially accepted association among ways of using language, symbolic expression, and 
artifacts, of thinking, feeling, believing, valuing and acting that can be used to identify 
oneself as a member of a socially meaningful group or “social network” (p. 131). 
That is, I use “discourse” to refer to the ways of talking, listening, writing, and reading and the 
patterns of acting, interacting, believing, valuing, and feeling associated with the English 
department as a recognizable affinity group – both within the school and as part of a larger 
discourse community with others in their discipline. Importantly to Gee’s definition, Discourse 
can only be acquired through active participation in the discourse community and interaction 
with its members. It is a fundamentally social and context-dependent enterprise.  
As the sense-making theory I drew from in Chapter 4 implies, discourse is constitutive of 
the meaning-making process, since language shapes the ways we experience and interact with 
the world. In this chapter, I extend sense-making by applying a communities of practice lens 
(Wenger, 1998), which underscores how discourse functions to mark group membership and to 
codify particular knowledge and values shared by a community. Examining the discursive 
patterns of the Adams English department with this lens was necessary to understand the 
department as a learning community, teachers’ orientation to their discipline, and the influence 
of the writing initiative on teachers’ practice, which were all larger aims of my study. 
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This chapter relies primarily on data from department meetings (referred to as “Common 
Planning Time,” or “CPT”), including field notes from observations of these meetings and 
materials used during the meetings. My analysis in this chapter draws on Wenger’s (1998) theory 
of “communities of practice,” which seeks to understand how learning occurs through group 
members’ participation in the social and cultural activities of their communities. Wenger 
identifies communities of practice by three characteristics: mutual engagement, pursuit of a joint 
enterprise, and a shared repertoire of practice. Learning occurs through the “negotiation of 
meaning,” which involves dual processes of “participation” and “reification.” Participation is 
active involvement within a community engaged in the sharing of experiences and reification is 
“the process of giving form to experience by producing objects that congeal the experience into 
thingness” (p. 58). These representations become the focus of negotiated meaning through active 
participation. Wenger suggests that it is “the interplay of reification and participation that creates 
new possibilities for negotiation of meaning and new opportunities for communities to adjust 
their participation and renegotiate their enterprise” (p. 52). That is, while reifications structure 
participation, participation is required for reifications to take on significance and meaning. 
Wenger characterizes “boundary objects” as reifications that stretch from one community 
to another. He draws from Star and Griesemer (1989), who first used the term “boundary 
objects” to refer to objects that inhabited intersecting social worlds, “both plastic enough to adapt 
to local needs and constraints of the several parties employing them, yet robust enough to 
maintain a common identity across sites” (p. 393). That is, boundary objects are artifacts 
representing a community’s shared knowledge and values that carry meaning across time and 
space. They are produced in one community of practice, but used by other people and groups, 
sometimes for quite different purposes. Although movement of these objects across communities 
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is a central mechanism for knowledge dissemination and the generation of new ideas, the transfer 
of meaning is not always successful; the same objects may be taken up differently by different 
communities. Aspects of the objects’ representation – for example, the language used – may 
work to facilitate or stymie meaning-making and interpretation. As I demonstrate in this chapter, 
the movement of boundary involves a process I term “recontextualization.” I use this term to 
describe how boundary objects passed between communities of practice are reframed and 
reinterpreted in ways that reflect group members’ attunement to the affordances and constraints 
of their community’s context as well as their shared knowledge base. 
Scholars have identified assessments as key boundary objects in education that allow for 
the dissemination of knowledge, enable group comparison across different levels of the school 
system, and mediate relations with external authorities (Cobb, Zhao, & Dean, 2009; Moss, 
Girard, & Greeno, 2008; Nolen et al., 2011). In this study, I take writing assessments to include 
all related textual artifacts, such as the writing prompts to which students responded, the rubrics 
for scoring these responses, the anchor papers used for norming, and the learning standards to 
which the assessments were aligned. For the purposes of this chapter, I focus on the two 
components that were most salient in departmental discussions: the rubrics and the standards. 
In what follows, I show that the departmental discourse around teaching writing was 
heavily mediated by the standardized assessments teachers used in the writing initiative. These 
assessments were not indigenous to the English department, but functioned as boundary objects 
imbued with particular significance by the larger policy environment. This argument is driven by 
two main assertions. First, I assert that the CCSS for writing confused the departmental discourse 
around argumentation and literary analysis. I demonstrate that differing views about the 
standards, lack of support in their interpretation, and disconnect between the standards and 
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teachers’ knowledge obfuscated the disciplinary focus of the CCSS and teachers own 
understandings about writing. Then, I assert that the rubrics teachers used constrained the 
departmental discourse around essay structure and grammar and mechanics. I show that there 
was incompatibility in how the rubrics functioned as tools for meaning making across the social 
worlds of policy and practice. Because the assessments measured writing skills in a 
decontextualized manner, teachers recontextualized the assessments in ways congruent with their 
teaching environment to make meaning of the social practices which they represented. 
Influence of the CCSS for Writing 
 A key dimension of writing assessments is their underlying construct of writing 
proficiency, or how writing proficiency is defined and operationalized through the assessments 
(Beck & Jeffrey, 2007). Thus, to understand whether and how assessments function as boundary 
objects, it is important to consider not only the tests, but also the learning standards they purport 
to measure. My analysis indicated that the CCSS was a strong influence on the discourse of the 
Adams English department, though not in the way test developers might have hoped.  
Standards-based reform presumes that common learning standards, tied to accountability 
structures, can improve educational outcomes for students by supporting shared understandings 
about skills and content across all levels of the education system (Ravitch, 2000). In this study, I 
found the opposite. Rather than helping to streamline expectations for student learning, the 
CCSS introduced confusion to the Adams English department. This was because the standards 
constituted a partial and decontextualized representation of writing knowledge. In what follows, I 
first present teachers’ attitudes about the standards and discuss teachers’ use of the CCSS. I then 
examine two aspects of the departmental discourse – argumentation and literary analysis – which 
I found were heavily mediated by the CCSS. I argue that teachers’ differing views about the 
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standards, limited support in interpreting the standards, and incompatibility between the 
standards and teachers’ own knowledge obfuscated the disciplinary focus of the standards. 
Attitudes about the CCSS 
Confirming research on CCSS implementation (e.g. Stern, 2016), the attitudes Adams 
English teachers expressed about the CCSS could be characterized as ambivalent or even 
contradictory. The negative aspects of the standards teachers identified included the 
overwhelming nature of the standards document, the standards’ vague language, and the political 
circumstances surrounding their origin. The positive aspects teachers identified were that the 
standards presented a clear developmental trajectory of writing skills and that they were helpful 
tools for lesson planning. Teachers’ attitudes about the standards reflected differences in their 
knowledge about the content of the standards as well as their views on standards-based reform. 
Some teachers found the writing standards to be of limited utility given their vague 
language and lack of instructional recommendations, common criticisms in the literature (e.g. 
Ajay, 2016). In conversations with colleagues, teachers frequently referred to the writing 
standards as “ambiguous” or “confusing.” For example, Jaclyn, a tenth-grade ELA teacher, 
preferred the reading standards over the writing standards, finding them “more straightforward – 
the writing ones are a little trickier.” Teachers also indicated that the standards document was 
overwhelming and difficult to navigate. Five times in her interviews, Tess, who taught eighth-
grade ELA, described the document as “very long,” characterizing it as a “dry outline” which she 
was “forced to read. Would I read it for fun? No, no.” Her statements exemplify how teachers 
saw reading the CCSS as a burden rather than a professionally-enriching activity. The language 
and scope of the document were barriers to engaging with the content knowledge it contained. 
Interestingly, some of the same teachers also talked about the standards document as 
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useful. Tess found the standards’ numbering “helpful” and “logical” since it was consistent from 
state to state. She also appreciated the explicitness of some standards, stating, “I think having 
that language so clear makes my lessons more focused on that particular skill.” Similarly, Dana, 
a ninth-grade ELA teacher and department leader, felt the standards “allowed students and 
teachers to develop a common vocabulary” about writing. She explained, “Before the CCSS, 
when we were talking about expository writing and argument writing, I don’t know if we were 
all on the same page when we were describing things. [The CCSS] forced us to look at what was 
being described. It forced us to have conversations with each other.” 
Like Tess, Dana found that the standards offered needed clarification on the teaching of 
writing. However, unlike Tess, Dana’s statements reflect the usefulness of the standards as a 
medium for structuring meaningful participation. It was not the standards themselves that were 
important, but the discussions that resulted from looking at them – the conversations they 
“forced,” in Tess’s words. It was through these social interactions that the standards worked to 
move teachers towards common understanding. Overall, teachers’ contrasting descriptions of the 
structure and language of the standards document illustrate how individuals in a group learning 
context can have very different experiences with the same object of meaning-making. 
Teachers also recognized the standards document as a reification (Wenger, 1998), or 
codification, of knowledge that was highly valued in their discipline. Indirectly, they accorded 
the document a great deal of power over their own teaching and deferred to it frequently with 
unquestioned assumptions about its value. However, Tess addressed the authority of the 
document directly. She offered, “What else is the CCSS supposed to be to an English teacher but 
a bible – in terms of policy, but also spiritually.” She referred to the CCSS as the “constitution 
for ELA, in that it’s all written here, so if you’re looking for knowledge, you go back to it.” 
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Tess’s use of weighty metaphors imbues the document with absolute authority over her content. 
She suggests that the power of the document is both political and spiritual, offering a kind of 
guidance and comfort to those teachers “looking for knowledge” at the heart of their discipline. 
Interestingly, Tess still took liberties in how she read and implemented the document’s 
guidelines. Consider her reflections on reading the document in the following interview excerpt: 
Tess: There was some stuff in there that I was like, “Ehh, I get what they’re saying, but 
I’m gonna choose to interpret it my way.” [Pause]. I’m not a devout Common Core 
Catholic, but maybe I’m an Episcopalian. [Laughter]. 
Interviewer: You’re not a literalist? 
Tess: Yeah. I think there’s wiggle room on certain things. 
Continuing her framing of the CCSS as a sacred religious object, Tess captured their authority 
both in a disciplinary sense and in the policy context. Her recognition that there was “wiggle 
room” in the standards and her attempt to interpret them on her own terms also illustrate the 
autonomy with which teachers approached the CCSS. Notably, this was not a failure to 
understand the standards. Like Tess, all teachers indicated that they “got” what the CCSS were 
saying. However, teachers chose to follow “their way” of understanding their discipline, rather 
than deferring to the knowledge of the standards’ creators. This was, arguably, how the standards 
were intended to be used. The “wriggle room” Tess described was a key design feature of the 
CCSS, which were written without specific instructional recommendations in order to be broadly 
applicable across classroom contexts (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012). As Tess indicated, this 
feature made a fundamentalist, or literal, interpretation of the standards an impossibility. 
In important ways, teachers’ personal and professional affiliations shaped how they 
viewed the standards. For example, teachers’ preparation experiences influenced their attitudes 
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about the standards. The two novice ELA teachers, Jaclyn and Christine, were the most vocal 
advocates for the CCSS. They were also more familiar with the standards than their veteran 
colleagues, which they attributed to their professional training. Jaclyn stated that her experiences 
in a teacher residency program had encouraged her to look at the CCSS closely: 
For me because of how – let’s use the word “thorough,” that’s a euphemism (that’s a 
term we’re talking about in 10th grade) – how “thorough” [the program] was with our 
lesson plans, I looked at the standards really closely and I feel like I know Common Core 
by heart even though I couldn’t tell you, like, it’s this one or like the actual language. 
For Jaclyn, the CCSS provided needed guidance in lesson planning. She explained, “ I actually 
like Common Core. I like the flexibility of it. I can use it to create a lesson plan and someone 
else could use the standards and do something really different in their classroom, but still get 
kids where they need to be.” This example confirms findings (e.g. Grossman et al., 2000) that 
novice teachers are more apt to take up reform with literal attention to policy mandates. Like 
Tess, Jaclyn spoke positively about the flexibility of the standards. However, her admitted lack 
of familiarity with their language suggests that the broadness of the CCSS is a double-edged 
sword, since both interpretation and implementation require professional expertise. 
Teachers also took issue with the standards based on their personal politics. Most 
notably, Mike, an eleventh-grade ELA teacher, questioned the means by which the standards had 
come about. While he did find the standards “useful to have around,” he recognized that few 
teachers were involved in their writing. Referring to David Coleman, architect of the CCSS who 
was formerly employed by McKinsey, a powerful management consultant firm, Mike observed 
that “one of the guys who was in charge [of the CCSS], he was a bigwig at McKinsey. They 
were all ex-Marine consultants. The Marines are great, but I don't want them writing my 
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curriculum.” Consequently, Mike understood the CCSS as a corporate venture and a burden 
imposed from the outside. He described his use of the CCSS as an afterthought: “Unless 
someone’s standing over you, making you do that one extra thing, you’re probably not gonna do 
it.” He was also skeptical of his colleagues who embraced the standards. He stated that “some 
teachers on their own will probably make a big deal about the Common Core. But to tell you the 
truth, I have some suspicion of top-down initiatives. They tend to be politicized.” Of the 
department, he said, “We need to take a step back and not just automatically worship. Like, do 
you understand the greater political landscape and where [the CCSS] come from?” Like Tess, 
Mike’s use of “worship” calls up religious imagery, reflecting his perceptions of the authority 
many teachers ascribed to the standards and indicating his distrust of what he saw as a partisan 
agenda. Mike recognized that the standards, as representations of a knowledge base, were not 
indigenous to his community of practice. Rather, they were created, sanctioned, and imposed on 
him from the “top down,” from those outside of teaching. 
Overall, these examples illustrate how teachers’ wariness of reform initiatives impacted 
their interpretation of the standards. They also capture disunity across the department in terms of 
teachers’ attitudes about the CCSS. As I suggest next, this was due in part to the varied 
knowledge teachers had about the standards and their limited access to CCSS-aligned resources. 
Use of the CCSS 
In their interviews, all school leaders indicated that Adams teachers were not well-versed 
in the CCSS, largely based on anecdotal evidence from their classroom observations. One school 
leader, Lillian, emphasized teachers’ disinterest in the CCSS, saying, “We’re Adams. Common 
Core, that’s for those other schools.” She tied this to a culture of resistance to standards reform 
more broadly: “One thing I know about folks here is that they’re not really interested in the 
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standard measure of anything. ‘What is the world doing? Oh, well, we’re Adams. We don’t do 
that.’” Her critical statements suggest that Adams teachers thought they were above standards 
reform, perhaps because of the high-achieving students they served in an exam-school context. 
Similarly, Dana commented on teachers’ unfamiliarity with the standards: “I'm not sure, before 
this year, if everyone was well versed in the language of Common Core and the shifts that could 
be made in their practice.” And Hazel, another department leader, confirmed: “I don’t believe 
most of them know anything about the Common Core outside of what they might have seen 
referenced in PARCC something or another. No, I don’t think they do.” 
In contrast to school leaders’ views that teachers did not know much about the CCSS, all 
English teachers interviewed saw themselves as teaching in ways that were aligned with the 
standards. Rather than concerning themselves with the specifics of the standards, however, many 
teachers described how their established instructional practices already met – and in some cases 
exceeded – the requirements of the standards. Amy, a ninth-grade teacher and department leader, 
said: “The standards stress things like using text evidence, providing a range of writing 
experiences – I think I would be hard pressed to find someone in the department who would say 
they weren’t already doing that.” This statement indicates that, for many Adams teachers, the 
issue was not that the CCSS advocated ideas they did not agree with, but that they viewed the 
CCSS as unnecessary or irrelevant for their own practice, which already met the standards. 
While it is beyond the scope of this study to consider the extent to which teachers’ instruction 
was actually aligned with the CCSS, the materials shared during CPT suggested that most 
teachers had high expectations for students in line with the CCSS. However, school leaders’ 
comments reveal that these expectations may not always have translated to rigorous instruction. 
Teachers’ views that the standards were unnecessary dominated the discourse in the 
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Adams English department, despite teachers’ admissions that they did not know the specifics of 
the standards. This unfamiliarity was also evident in teachers’ conversations during department 
time. Over three meetings, department leaders facilitated teachers’ reading and discussion of the 
CCSS for writing with the goal of aligning the promotional paper assignment (also called the 
research paper). They asked teachers to respond to the following questions in a Google Doc: 
What stands out to you regarding the Key Shifts in ELA? What stands out to you 
regarding the Anchor Writing Standards? What language overlaps/contrasts with our 
research paper observations? What skills/standards repeat? What skills/standards change? 
My field notes from observation of this meeting read: “It’s clear to me that this is the first time 
many teachers have looked at the standards closely.” Tess confirmed this when reflecting on the 
meeting in an interview, admitting, “I’d never really read them before. To be honest, the sections 
that I was reading, I was reading for the first time.” Notably, elsewhere in her interviews, Tess 
described citing the CCSS in unit plans submitted for her teacher evaluation. Teachers’ tendency 
to talk about their instruction as standards-aligned and to reference the CCSS without knowledge 
of specific standards presents an interesting contradiction. With the CCSS understood as 
boundary objects, this indicates that the influence of the standards derived from the political and 
institutional authority with which they had been imbued rather than their content. It also points to 
the luxury teachers had to ignore the standards, given the high-performing school context. 
English teachers’ unfamiliarity with the CCSS was compounded by the lack of resources 
provided to them by the school to support their implementation. As Dana stated, “I don't think 
people realized that there was a wealth of resources ready to go.” This example illustrates school 
leaders’ tendency to place the onus on teachers to locate resources. In all the department 
meetings observed during this study, no resources or CCSS-specific materials were provided to 
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teachers beyond those available on the College Board website. According to one department 
leader, the ELA Curriculum Guide had been updated to incorporate the standards; they “went 
through a couple of years ago and added some connections to Common Core.” However, this 
leader also admitted that “the whole thing needs to be revisited” with respect to the CCSS. 
Indeed, in looking at the curriculum guide, the only instance of specific standards being cited is 
in the description of the promotional paper assignment. 
Additionally, teachers indicated that the district provided minimal support in adopting the 
CCSS. When asked about PD from the central office, Amy stated:  
There has been none. Like, I have never been to any professional development about the 
Common Core. Maybe in like 2012, they unveiled some type of curriculum guide. But 
nobody in any school I’ve worked at actually used it because there are problems with it in 
terms of time and the books kids are reading. I don’t even know if it exists anymore. 
Amy’s quote reflects her uncertainty about the available district resources and how to access 
them. This is particularly telling, given that, as a department leader, she regularly attended 
district-run PD. Her statement also confirms research findings that development of CCSS-
aligned curriculum materials has largely been left up to teachers (CEP, 2014). In part, this may 
suggest policymakers’ desire to enable CCSS implementation locally. However, it also indicates 
the logistical challenges of scaling up standards-based reforms to the national level. 
Given lack of school or district support, teachers described a piecemeal approach to 
locating CCSS resources. Jaclyn was most enterprising in her use of the Internet. She mentioned 
several websites with CCSS-aligned materials, including Teachers Pay Teachers, a teacher-run 
forum for sharing lesson materials, NEWSELA, a tool for creating adaptive reading materials, 
and Engage New York, run by the New York State Education Department. She also loved lesson 
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plans from the New York Times website, of which she said, “I would do a commercial for them if 
they asked me.” As a new teacher, Jaclyn was more interested in finding outside sources for 
guidance in lesson planning than veteran teachers. Perhaps reflecting a perception of her 
colleagues as disinterested in the CCSS, she rarely mentioned turning to colleagues for help and 
utilized online resources in isolation. Jaclyn’s reliance on the Internet speaks to Thompson et 
al.’s (2016) findings about the limited resources supporting CCSS implementation. Her failure to 
engage with colleagues also underscores the need for individuals who can function as brokers to 
help group members contextualize and interpret boundary objects across different communities. 
Although their attitudes about the standards varied, participants uniformly suggested that 
the CCSS had no impact on their instruction. When Tess was asked whether she had used the 
writing standards after discussing them with the department, she said candidly, “No. I’ve never 
even touched them.” Mike also admitted he did not remember much about the standards, stating: 
I think at the time, I did [know what they said], but where it’s not fresh in my mind and I 
haven’t seen that stuff in months, it fades unless you’re looking at it consistently. So if 
somebody would ask, “Well, do you incorporate the Common Core much?” Well, like 
when? No. I mean I’m teaching writing, but where? When? Do you know what I mean?  
This suggests that Mike treated reading the CCSS as a checked box. Rather than approaching the 
standards as a living document to be revisited and reinterpreted, he viewed reading the standards 
as a one-shot endeavor he was required to complete in order to satisfy a top-down agenda. 
Despite teachers’ admitted lack of familiarity with the CCSS and the limited resources 
they were provided for implementation of the standards, the standards still factored into the 
departmental discourse about writing in important ways. As I show in the next sections, the 
departmental discourses around argumentation and literary analysis were influenced by the 
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CCSS, which worked both to bolster and to confuse these discourses. 
Departmental Discourse around Argumentation 
In the following sections, I examine how the CCSS mediated two aspects of the 
departmental discourse around writing, argumentation and literary analysis. The most salient 
aspect was a shared value for argumentative writing –the extent to which teachers saw 
argumentation as essential for students to master and privileged it over other types of writing. 
Next, I show that the introduction of the CCSS to the department worked to reinforce teachers’ 
sense of the value of argumentation and its importance in the real world. However, their 
understandings of argumentation as a social practice exceeded the scope of the CCSS.  
Shared value for argumentation. Teachers’ shared value for argumentative writing was 
expressed primarily in discussions about the department’s promotional paper. As a requirement 
at each grade level, this assignment, also called the “research paper,” asked students to locate, 
read, and synthesize fiction and nonfiction sources. Because the specific assignments varied, a 
major focus of the department’s curriculum work during the year of this study was to streamline 
and formalize expectations for the paper within and across grade levels. 
 The value teachers placed on argumentation was apparent in their shift from calling the 
assignment the “research” paper to calling it the “argument” paper. In revising the assignment 
with their grade-level colleagues, all teachers decided the text type of the paper would be 
argument. Teachers explained this decision on the grounds that the CCSS privileged 
argumentation. In a shared Google Doc where they were asked to construct a rationale for the 
revised assignment, many teachers justified their choice using the CCSS. For example, the 12th 
grade team wrote in the Google Doc that “this argument-based paper utilizes arguments, which 
are a CCSS priority.” Similarly, the 10th grade team noted that “the CCSS says that argument has 
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a special place in the standards due to the necessity of argument at the college level.” The team 
then cited the section of the CCSS titled “The Special Place of Argument in the Standards.” 
 In line with the rigorous expectations of the CCSS (e.g. Applebee, 2013), teachers 
understood argumentation to involve high-level cognitive skills. This was commonly talked 
about in the department as “critical thinking.” Department members related critical thinking to 
students’ ability to express their own ideas, rather than simply repeating someone else’s. In an 
interview, Hazel explained as follows: “What I really want is for a kid to see a question or a 
reading and use their own thought processes to analyze that text or take a position.” Likewise, in 
the shared Google Doc, one department member described the purpose of the promotional paper 
as: “Teaching proper research methods, synthesizing texts, writing a clear and effective thesis 
statement, supporting the thesis statement with a variety of research-based evidence, producing 
effective counterclaims, and critically thinking about both sides of an argument before 
formulating an opinion on the subject.” Teachers also envisioned a progression of skills by 
which students would come to pose their own research questions for the promotional paper and 
construct more sophisticated, complex arguments. That is, teachers linked the development of 
students’ argumentative writing skills directly to their development as deep, original thinkers. 
In the tradition of New Criticism underpinning the CCSS (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012), 
which emphasizes staying within the “four walls” of the text, teachers also expected students to 
recognize the subjectivity of their own experiences in crafting arguments. For example, Dana 
said the following in a small group conversation during department time: “As a student in 
[Springdale], you see things every day you’re an expert on. We need to help students link this 
experience to something concrete, be logical rather than reactionary, and ground their positions 
in evidence.” Likewise, Oliver, a tenth-grade ELA teacher, expected students to tie “anecdotal 
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experience to evidence.” Reflecting her background in the classics, Jaclyn frequently stated that 
she wanted her students to able to distinguish between logic and emotion – the rhetorical modes 
of logos and pathos – in making arguments. She contrasted persuasion, an appeal to the 
audience’s emotions to make them agree with the writer, with argumentation, an appeal to the 
audience’s rational nature through use of systematically-evaluated evidence. That is, teachers 
upheld the standards’ antagonism towards emotional readings, seeing emotion as a corrupting 
force that would distort the text’s “correct” interpretation. They saw that reliance on emotion and 
anecdotal evidence could lead persuasive writing to become propaganda. It is impossible to 
know if such views capture the influence of the CCSS or teachers’ immersion in the New Critical 
traditions that have long dominated in secondary English classrooms. In this aspect, teachers’ 
interpretations of the CCSS were arguably in line with the intent of their creators. However, 
these examples imply how boundary objects can take on different meanings in new contexts and 
the possible consequences of this when the objects carry a particular social significance. 
Evidence use factored prominently in the departmental discourse around argumentation. 
Hazel expected students to draw from authoritative sources to convince readers of the validity of 
their claims. She explained her goals with the research paper: “Now we’re requiring [students] to 
cite something rather than just getting on a soapbox and taking a position. They have to have an 
opinion based on something other than what’s in their head.” And similarly, she stated, 
Whether we’re having discussions or whether we’re writing, we should not just have an 
opinion about something. We should be backing it up with evidence. We should be doing 
that all the time. This is what we do as English people. We talk about ideas and we write 
about ideas and we back it up. I don’t care what you think. I care what you can prove. 
Hazel took for granted that using evidence was just something that “we do as English people,” 
  219 
stressing it as a valued disciplinary practice in both oral and written modes. That is, a writer’s 
ideas were only relevant to a reader in as much as they were supported by convincing evidence. 
These statements reflect a particular perspective on literature, emphasizing a desire to 
move students away from subjective readings. They capture the department’s belief that it was 
essential for students to identify and incorporate reliable source material to further their 
argument rather than relying on their own personal experience. Overall, these examples invoke 
the ELA classroom as a discourse community with established standards for warranting claims.  
Argumentation in the real world. Teachers also talked about the responsibility to teach 
argumentation as part of their commitment to preparing students for the “real world,” which 
generally seemed to mean life after college. Teachers believed that argumentation was a 
foundation for responsible citizenship. Tess wanted her students to look at argumentation “as an 
intellectual process where they’re trying to become a better citizen and informed person, not to 
win or lose an argument” – that is, as an endeavor to become more knowledgeable, rather than a 
zero-sum game where they were either right or wrong. She wanted students to assume a clear 
stance but remain open to new evidence that could change their position. Jaclyn wanted students 
to synthesize and critically evaluate information and sources “just as a citizen in America 
consuming media.” Such statements suggested that rigorous practice with argumentation would 
build the skills necessary for students to contribute meaningfully to a globalized, knowledge 
society. They also illustrate how teachers positioned themselves as stewards of society and the 
heavy sense of responsibility they felt to prepare students for success in the information age. 
Frequently, commitment to generic ideals like “citizenship” and “critical thinking” 
overpowered teachers’ disciplinary affiliations and their interests in teaching literature. In 
department meetings, there were many statements like, “These students aren’t going to be 
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English majors,” or “They’ll never write literary analysis unless they’re an English major.” For 
example, Hazel said, 
I think you know, the most important thing is the skills that go beyond writing a literary 
analysis. Maybe you won’t have to write literary analysis in the future if you’re not an 
English major, and after you’ve left college maybe you’ll never have to write another 
literary analysis. But I think the skills that you learn in doing the writing are transferable. 
Likewise, in an interview, Tess described her shifting orientation to her discipline: 
When I first came in, I was so excited about teaching literature. Then after like three 
years, I realized these kids are going off into fields like engineering, where they need to 
be able to articulate their thoughts and write them down in clear, cohesive compositions. I 
love literature. I think it’s great. But it’s more – my job is bigger than that. 
As this quote illustrates, teachers talked about investment in their content area as self-indulgent, 
reflecting their own desires rather than students’ needs. The importance of teaching students a 
wide, transferrable skill set trumped personal interests and affinities for teaching literature. 
Tess’s feeling that her job is “bigger than that” captures the department’s commitment to lofty 
ideals like citizenship and critical thinking. Teachers saw that their professional responsibilities 
required them to put aside their own interests for the good of their students and society. 
The broad vision for college and career readiness underlying Tess and other teachers’ comments 
about their responsibilities as English teachers offers a striking contrast to the CCSS, which 
stress the development of increasingly specific, discipline-oriented skills and knowledge. That is, 
rather than understanding their charge as ELA instructors to include socializing students into 
their discipline as a discourse community, as implied in the standards, teachers were more 
concerned about ensuring students had the breath of skills necessary for responsible adulthood. 
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Participants also expressed interest in developing students’ real world writing skills. ELA 
teacher Christine described argumentation as “what is related most to real life” and wanted 
“students to be able to create an argument as a real world application.” Hazel saw the need for 
the argument paper to “teach skills that are transferrable to the real world, beyond just preparing 
them for college, but for life.” Other teachers described preparing students for the kind of writing 
they would do in the workforce, like email writing. Jaclyn recounted a targeted mini-lesson:  
I really emphasize this is why you need this skill and this is how you can use it in the real 
world. Especially with the email lesson. I was like, “Let’s read this. What’s wrong with 
this email?” And it’s funny, because some of them were sending me emails like that. We 
were able to assess, oh actually yeah, this is an issue, I shouldn’t send this kind of email. 
Teachers found these real world writing assignments were particularly meaningful for students. 
However, notably, workforce writing is not included in the CCSS vision for career readiness.  
While they did not explicitly connect their thinking to the CCSS, teachers’ commitment 
to preparing students for the “real world” echoed the concerns around “college and career 
readiness” that have marked public debates about the standards from their inception. Indeed, this 
framing has become a familiar justification for standards-based reform in the current knowledge 
economy (Ravitch, 2014). This aspect of the departmental discourse evinces the pervasiveness of 
CCSS rhetoric, even at schools like Adams that largely dismissed the standards. As a question of 
policy, it points to institutional and political authority as determinative factors in how boundary 
objects are taken up in communities. It also illustrates how communities work to make sense of 
boundary objects in light of their established knowledge, norms, and values, positioning these 
objects to fit their shared context. Rather than connecting the CCSS’ emphasis on college and 
career readiness with disciplinary literacy, teachers saw these as conflicting goals, interpreting 
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the standards in ways that reflected their own broader, more generic vision for student success. 
Argumentation in the CCSS. When reading and discussing the CCSS together, teachers 
zoned in on aspects of the standards that affirmed their shared value for argumentation. For 
example, “logical arguments” and “evidence” were the most frequently used terms in the Google 
Doc where teachers noted their observations about the standards. Teachers identified features of 
argumentation in the CCSS that fit with their understandings of the genre – like deemphasizing 
personal writing and using text to support claims. They also suggested that these features made 
argumentation more rigorous than other text types listed in the CCSS, ascribing value to the text 
types in a hierarchical manner. As Dana saw it, informational writing involved a basic “let me 
inform you” approach, while argumentation required the more sophisticated skill of “weaving” 
in informational writing to support a larger claim.” Thus, the ways teachers read the CCSS to 
privilege argumentation conformed with the department’s established values. Arguably, this 
interpretation of the CCSS was aligned with the intent of their creators, who point to the “special 
place” of argumentation in the CCSS. However, the standards’ shift in defining argumentation as 
discipline-specific did not factor prominently in the departmental discourse. That is, teachers did 
not articulate a sense that expectations for how claims are warranted and what counts as evidence 
vary depending on the discipline and the context of the writing situation. 
Teachers also talked about goals for the teaching of argumentation that were more 
expansive and contextualized than those identified in the standards. Specifically, they wanted 
students to consider multiple perspectives, be flexible in their thinking, and change their minds 
when presented with compelling evidence. For example, Dana observed that “argumentation can 
be used for multiple purposes. It’s not just about convincing the reader you’re right but about 
changing your own opinion and keeping an open mind. It’s about examining your own reading 
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process. I don’t want my students to think of writing being transactional.” Her statement suggests 
that teachers saw writing as dialogic (e.g. Bakhtin, 1986) rather than as a one-directional 
exchange. That is, they understood writing as a conversation through which students could 
engage with different points of view, challenging their own perspectives. Tess described this 
process as relational, requiring careful facilitation and the building of trust between teacher and 
students. She wanted students to recognize that “argument is not necessarily an aggressive 
thing,” but that it is “cooperative” and involves the “sharing of perspectives.” To foster this, she 
saw the “need to create a nurturing environment for exchange.” Her view underscores writing as 
a social practice and highlights how the writing process can impact writers themselves. 
 Hazel’s understanding of argumentation included a dimension of social critique. As she 
said, “Our job [as ELA teachers] is to teach students to think for themselves, to see beyond other 
people’s agendas.” She underscored the reciprocal relationship between reading and writing: “If 
you learn how to write well and how to manipulate an audience to believe you deserve an A or 
your thesis is correct, then you’ll be able to reverse that and look at what somebody else wrote 
and see they’re playing you also.” Notably, the idea of manipulating an audience reflected an 
interest in persuasion that was at odds with Hazel’s desire for students to use facts to “back up” 
their claims. It also ran counter to the shift away from persuasion in the CCSS. Hazel’s 
statements, and her concerns expressed elsewhere that students see the “hand of the writer” or 
“the puppet master” at work, revealed her commitment to building students’ critical literacy 
skills (e.g. Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008) as a means of social change. As she saw it, close 
examination of a writer’s use of language allowed for the writer’s agenda to become transparent 
for students, enabling them to question, critique, and challenge that agenda on their own terms. 
In short, these teachers’ understandings of argumentation exceeded the scope of the 
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CCSS, which did not reflect their insights about the purpose of argumentative discourse. These 
examples illustrate how learning standards may support regression to the mean, rather that 
integrating higher-level thinking skills. This places students at high-needs schools under pressure 
to implement the standards at a particular disadvantage. While the CCSS do acknowledge 
sociocultural dimensions of writing (Applebee, 2013), they largely treat writing as monologic 
rather than dialogic and offer little sense of what writing instruction might look like in particular 
classroom contexts. Arguably, this is by design: In order for boundary objects to function across 
communities, they must be broad and adaptable to local needs. My analysis indicates that this 
comes at the expense of clarity and specificity. As reifications of complex social practices, 
boundary objects neglect aspects not easily represented or captured in language. In this case, 
department members struggled to translate the CCSS to the social world of their classrooms. As I 
show next, the CCSS also contributed to confusion in the departmental discourse. 
Departmental Discourse around Literary Analysis 
The second aspect of the departmental discourse that was influenced by the CCSS 
focused on literary analysis, which was strongly connected to teachers’ value for argumentation. 
Next, I argue that the CCSS introduced confusion to the departmental discourse by 
oversimplifying the genre of literary analysis. Appendix A of the CCSS classifies literary writing 
separately under the text types of argumentation and explanation. Teachers, however, understood 
it as a hybrid form. This separation in the CCSS thus created a false binary for teachers. 
Teachers all talked about literary analysis as argumentative by nature. When asked to 
explain how she understood the genre, Dana said, “I think for me I would just frame it that 
everything is an argument. Even when you’re writing literary analysis, there should be a claim 
that you're making, something you’re debating. It can’t just be ‘Let me tell you about XYZ’ or 
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‘Let me give you the historical context of XYZ.’” The issue also arose as teachers discussed the 
requirements of the promotional paper. Mike reported out on the work of his grade-level team: 
There was talk about what type of prompt are we doing? Is it literary? Is it argument? I 
think we agreed that ours was. We’re making a point and we have to support it. We’re 
trying to convince somebody that the protagonist in a particular story moves through the 
stages of the hero’s journey as described by Campbell. Is that an argument? Yeah. 
Amy discussed her students’ writing about Antigone on similar terms: 
I really did approach it as an argument. It was like, “Who buried Polynices? There’s this 
evidence for this, and there’s this evidence for that, and you need to use rhetorical skills 
to skillfully argue this. It’s about literature, but it’s very debatable. There are legit literary 
critics who say this. Other literary critics say that. I need you to read what these guys say 
and make a logical argument about why you think what you think.” 
These typical examples illustrate how teachers understood literary analysis to involve justifying 
an interpretative claim about literature using text evidence and authoritative source material. 
Teachers described a developmental trajectory by which students progressed from writing 
what they classified as “pure” argument to writing literary analysis. Teachers saw literary 
analysis as the more demanding genre, since it required students to read and interpret literary 
texts in crafting their argument. However, Tess observed that eighth graders were being asked to 
write a “pure argument,” while seventh graders were being asked to write literary analysis: 
What we touched upon last week was switching that because the literary analysis paper is 
more difficult than the argumentative paper, at least because of the two layers that I was 
telling you about. Seventh-grade students aren’t quite able to grasp the fact that when 
you’re writing about literature, you’re also writing an argument. 
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It was also noted in the shared Google Doc that “Grade 7 is a literary analysis paper, however, 
Grade 8 is a position paper – should be switched around; grade 7 students need to cover the 
basics of a concrete subject before plunging into a literary analysis/research paper.” Importantly, 
teachers’ sense of literary analysis as having “two layers” extends beyond the CCCS’ definition 
of the genre, which separates high-level reading skills from the ability to construct an argument. 
These teachers’ comments suggest that this separation is problematic, given that effective 
argumentation requires highly-proficient critical reading skills and processes. 
Teachers also recognized that informational writing and exposition were essential to 
literary analysis. They stressed the importance of students understanding the appropriate level of 
detail and relevant background to use in their literary essay. Dana offered the following example: 
If you need [the background] to understand the claim that you’re making, then it should 
be there. If there’s no correlation, if you're discussing one aspect – I'm just gonna use it 
because I was thinking of Mockingbird – if you're talking about the Great Depression, but 
your argument has nothing to do with that, then it doesn’t need to be there. 
In other words, teachers characterized literary analysis as a hybrid genre combining 
argumentation and exposition in a fluid way that depended on the audience and purpose for 
writing. They expected students to marshal informational writing effectively in the service of 
warranting interpretive claims, given the particular writing situation. The ability to shift between 
modes based on contextual factors was key to how teachers framed effective literary writing. 
Consequently, teachers did not find the treatment of literary analysis in the CCSS helpful. 
For Tess, the standards confirmed her understandings about the genre:  
Interviewer: Did you find that the way that the Common Core defines literary analysis 
matched with your own understanding of that? 
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Tess: Yes. The literary analysis part, yes. 
Interviewer: In what sense? 
Tess: In that I do believe that literary analysis is a persuasive piece of writing. Because 
they explicitly said it, and I’m like, “See?” It’s almost like it was this validating moment. 
Because some people are like, “No, it’s that that’s what the symbol means.” I’m like, 
“No. It’s an argument. For an interpretation of that symbol.” 
This “validating moment” captured how Tess interpreted the CCSS in ways that aligned with her 
own knowledge for teaching writing. It illustrates a long-standing trend in sense-making research 
(Spillane et al., 2002) that teachers’ understanding of new information tends to conform with 
their pre-established beliefs and practices. It was, of course, a reversal in the way standards 
reform is presumed to work. Rather than looking to the standards as a guide, Tess read them for 
aspects that fit with her instruction, engaging in what Tyack and Cuban (1995) have described as 
“cherry-picking.” As a result, she missed the larger shifts that the CCSS call for. This was 
particularly evident in her conflation of persuasion and argumentation, an important point of 
distinction in the CCSS. Overall, for Tess, the standards’ sphere of influence was minimal. 
For other teachers, the standards worked to confuse their established understandings 
about writing. Uncertainty was introduced to the departmental discourse when teachers discussed 
the different text types outlined in Appendix A of the CCSS. The department leaders facilitated 
discussion by first asking teachers to skim Appendix A and take notes about which standards 
were relevant to revising the promotional paper assignment. Several teachers noted that literary 
analysis was listed in the appendix under both argumentative and explanatory/informational 
writing. When one teacher asked a department leader directly which she thought it was, the 
leader called it a “sub-genre” of argumentation. However, in the same conversation, she defined 
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it using the term “informational.” With vague language, she observed that “some of these things 
place literary analysis as argumentation, some of them define it as expository writing.” Her 
phrasing here suggests a false dichotomy, contrasting with teachers’ understanding of literary 
analysis as a hybrid genre with elements of both argumentation and explanation. Several teachers 
acknowledged the lack of clarity. Tess stated, “I feel like people think it’s separate, the argument 
component from exposition, and that’s just not the case.” And Dana observed, “I’m finding with 
the expository versus literary analysis versus argument – there was a lot of blurring of elements 
for us as a department when we were talking about things.” Likewise, Mike characterized the 
text types as an “oversimplification.” In these responses, teachers indicated that literary analysis 
could not accurately be defined as either argumentative or informational. 
The confused discussions about text types described here contrast with teachers’ 
articulation of their otherwise relatively unified understanding of writing in their discipline just 
presented. The hierarchy of text types in the CCSS contributed to a “blurring of elements” that 
obfuscated teachers’ established knowledge about writing. In particular, the standards’ separation 
of the argumentative and informational components of literary analysis did not align with 
teachers’ more nuanced understanding of the genre. This illustrates the reductiveness of learning 
standards as codifications of a disciplinary knowledge base which can be captured only partially. 
It suggests that, in their function as boundary objects, rather than clarifying skills and content, 
standards may actually introduce uncertainty to the transfer of knowledge across learning 
communities. This is particularly true for complex social processes and literacy practices whose 
full meaning can only be understood through participation and embeddedness in the discourse 
community, as Gee (1996) suggests. Without careful explanation to support implementation and 
nuanced consideration of the classroom context, the CCSS’ disciplinary focus remained absent 
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from teachers’ discussions of the standards. Arguably, such an absence reflects the limitations of 
the boundary objects more than the limits of teachers’ disciplinary knowledge. 
Overall, my analysis captures the process I have termed “recontextualization.” The fact 
that the standards decontextualized complex social processes meant that teachers had to reframe 
and reinterpret them in ways congruent with the community’s shared knowledge and values. My 
analysis also points to the difficulty of reifying a disciplinary knowledge base, which is always 
changing. The confusion that the CCSS introduced to the department exemplifies how learning 
standards, as boundary objects, can contribute to a static and incomplete view of a discipline, 
given the constraints of language and the fact that a community’s knowledge can only be fully 
understood through participation and embeddedness in that community. It also begs questions 
about the nature of standards-based reform: whether designing standards that are broadly 
applicable across social contexts is feasible or even desirable. For boundary objects to be plastic 
enough to adapt to local needs requires sacrificing the nuance and clarity of language essential 
for the transfer of meaning. In this case, the reductive framing of literary analysis in the CCSS 
actually worked to obfuscate teachers’ knowledge about their discipline. Consequently, teachers 
took up the objects differently than their creators had intended. This shifted the departmental 
discourse towards more generic and formulaic understandings of writing, as I show next 
Influence of Standardized Writing Rubrics 
To further demonstrate how the departmental discourse around writing in the Adams 
English department was influenced by the writing initiative assessments, I now turn to the 
standardized writing rubrics teachers used. As boundary objects, the purpose of standardized 
rubrics is to reify evaluation criteria and expectations for student performance in ways that allow 
for consistent and accurate assessment of skills and knowledge. However, I found that 
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incompatibility in how the rubrics functioned across the worlds of policy and practice resulted in 
inconsistent scoring and a narrowing of the departmental discourse around writing. 
As in the previous section, I begin by discussing teachers’ attitudes about the rubrics and 
the specific affordances and limitations they identified. I show how teachers recontextualized the 
rubrics through subjective scoring practices and interpersonal and intrapersonal comparisons of 
students. I then examine the ways these rubrics mediated two dimensions of the departmental 
discourse: essay structure and grammar and mechanics. I conclude that the rubrics worked to 
constrain the departmental discourse by encouraging teachers to rely on formulaic approaches to 
teaching writing and amplifying skills-based views of writing in the department. This discourse 
contrasted with the richer, situated discussions about writing described in the previous section, 
reflecting the hegemonic policy forces at work: the way accountability pressures associated with 
high-stakes writing assessment regulated teachers’ writing instruction. 
Attitudes about Writing Rubrics 
As described in Chapter 3, the writing initiative at Adams required English teachers to 
administer common writing assessments three times a year and score them using the 
standardized rubrics (included as Appendix E). Although teachers used different standardized 
assessments (see Table 1), they expressed similar attitudes about the rubrics, indicating that they 
did not find them useful. In CPT, teachers identified a disconnect between the rubrics’ evaluative 
function in a policy context and their formative purpose for the writing initiative. In think alouds, 
key informants also described the problematic design of individual rubrics.  
Teachers’ conversations about the rubrics during CPT reflected disagreement about the 
need for a developmental trajectory in assessing writing. Some teachers felt that all students 
should be assessed with the same rubric. Percy, who taught seniors, stated that “we don’t need to 
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have a different rubric with the skills that students are supposed to develop at each grade level. It 
doesn’t matter what kind of writing we put in front of them. This doesn’t change by grade level.” 
Mike thought that “repetition is important…if we use the same rubric and give it to them in 9th 
grade, they will know what the expectations are. Changing the rubric only confuses them.” 
Renata, who taught juniors, agreed that there were standards for good writing that could be 
applied across grade levels, observing that “good writing hasn’t changed from Aristotle to now.” 
These statements reflected a criterion-based approach to assessment (Lipson & Wixson, 2013), 
assuming that mastery of a particular, fixed set of skills should be the goal. They positioned 
students’ knowledge for writing as static, with rubrics representing the end point in their journey 
of writing development, rather than recognizing the development of writing skills as a process. 
Other teachers suggested it was more appropriate to have writing rubrics tailored to each 
grade level. For example, Amy agreed that “the skills do stay the same,” but wanted to account 
for “different nuances of writing at each grade level.” She also saw the specification of a 
developmental trajectory for writing by grade level as crucially necessary for curriculum 
alignment. Hazel agreed, noting, “We should have a separate rubric for each grade so you can 
see progression.” She felt that the common rubric they had previously been using was “a little 
inauthentic, like trying to make a triangular thing fit into a round hole.” Likewise, Tess had 
found that the use of a single rubric was “too complicated” for her middle school students. 
These examples demonstrate that some teachers saw rubrics designed for particular grade 
levels as more instructionally useful for them and their students compared to a common rubric. 
They indicate teachers’ interest in using writing initiative assessments formatively. They also 
point to standardized rubrics as important means of codifying and communicating expectations 
for student writing at different grade levels. That is, they illustrate the social function of 
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standardized rubrics as vehicles for transferring knowledge about skills and content across 
communities of practice – from policymakers to teachers and to the classroom. 
However, the utility of the rubrics as representations of shared expectations for writing 
was undercut because teachers at different grade levels used different rubrics. Renata expressed 
deep frustration about this, pointing to it as a design flaw of the writing initiative that made the 
data “meaningless.” She stated, “It means nothing. We can’t chart growth.” Also revealing 
uncertainty, Amy wondered, “Is the point of these rubrics to help students see their own growth, 
or to get a dipstick of writing in different genres?” That is, teachers’ disagreements about the 
value of common rubrics manifested their larger confusion about the purpose of the writing 
initiative, as discussed in Chapter 4. 
Teachers’ unfamiliarity with the standardized rubrics also contributed to this confusion. 
As with my observations about discussions of the CCSS, my field notes from one department 
meeting indicated that “this seems like the first time teachers are seeing these rubrics.” Some 
teachers had not brought the rubrics to the meeting or stated that they never received them. When 
one department leader told the teachers that “you and your group need to determine what 
proficiency is on the rubric that you’re using,” Gloria, who taught seniors, said, “These are 
rubrics we’ve never used before – how are we supposed to interpret them to determine where 
proficiency is?” Teachers’ lack of familiarity with the rubrics was most clearly illustrated when I 
piloted a think aloud protocol with one teacher. He started by reading the MCAS rubric up and 
down, instead of left to right as it was designed to be used. It was not until he tried to give the 
essay an overall score and realized the point values did not make sense that he corrected himself. 
Nonetheless, teachers were given minimal support in interpreting the rubrics. One 
department leader indicated that there were “some sample essays that we are going to share next 
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week.” She also suggested that teachers “do some Googling” to find the benchmark materials. 
However, as discussed in Chapter 4, there were minimal opportunities provided for assessment 
norming. Some time was spent looking at student work from the promotional paper assignment, 
but teachers saw this as unrelated to the writing initiative. Teachers of upperclassmen giving the 
SAT were at a particular disadvantage, since the College Board had yet to release norming 
materials for the new test. As Gloria said, they “didn’t know how the [SAT] essays were being 
scored.” Thus, teachers were left without any context for evaluating students’ writing. This is not 
to suggest school leaders were unaware that teachers needed support. Rather, their failure to put 
resources like time and materials behind the initiative could reflect their lack of investment in it, 
or concerns about the quality or significance of the assessments relative to the larger curriculum. 
Thus, teachers were left uncertain about how to determine proficiency on the rubrics. For 
their formal evaluations, teachers had to specify the percentage of students who would achieve 
proficiency by the end of the school year. Establishing what counted as “proficient” was 
therefore an important decision that had potential consequences for their professional status. The 
design of the rubrics made this decision arbitrary, since this was not their intended purpose. The 
MCAS essay rubric, for example, is holistic; two essay scores are combined to factor into the 
overall exam score. There are no specific “passing” criteria for the essay. Consequently, teachers 
disagreed about whether the same proficiency standard should be used for students tracked at 
different levels and expressed concern about how teachers in other grades were interpreting the 
rubric. Despite one department leader’s statement that “a 4 at the beginning of the year needs to 
be a 4 at the end of the year,” some teachers wondered whether proficiency should shift as 
students’ writing skills developed. For instance, the AP Literature teachers debated whether, in 
Gloria’s words, they should “adjust what a 5 means as the year goes on.” Overall, the 
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accountability structures in place encouraged teachers to set a low bar for student performance. 
These examples illustrate the power of boundary objects to shape a community’s practice 
when the institutional context imbues them with a particular significance. They also demonstrate 
incompatibility in how the assessments as boundary objects took on meaning in the social worlds 
of their creators versus the social worlds of the teachers, since teachers were being asked to use 
the rubrics differently than their creators had intended. The rubrics’ summative use in the policy 
domain and as accountability mechanisms at the school level conflicted with their formative and 
diagnostic functions at the classroom level. The result was that students were assessed at 
different levels of rigor based on teachers’ own determination of proficiency on the rubric. 
In think alouds, the three key informants further elaborated on the limitations – and to a 
lesser degree, the affordances – of the rubrics. Tess’s description of the PARCC rubric was most 
explicit. For this reason, and since the PARCC was the newest of the writing assessments, I 
focus on her comments. PARCC’s creators termed it a “next generation” assessment and have 
asserted that it is more “authentic” than prior writing assessments because it asks students to 
write over an extended period of time (Behizadeh & Pang, 2015). However, Tess’s discussion 
casts doubts on how much the PARCC can be considered an improvement from legacy on-
demand essays. Below, Jaclyn’s and Mike’s comments about the MCAS rubric and SAT rubric, 
respectively, are interspersed throughout, to offer points of comparison. 
Tess often referred to the language of the PARCC rubric as “ambiguous” or “vague.” In 
her view, the lack of specificity in the rubric’s language contributed to poor quality writing. 
Unlike test developers who touted the PARCC as reflecting the rigorous expectations of the 
CCSS, Tess found the rubric simplistic and therefore unmotivating for students: 
I think it’s hard to exceed [the rubric]. It works at the beginning to an extent to make 
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them see where they need to perform better but then they plateau because there’s no room 
for growth in the rubric. So, if I have a kid who finally made it to a four, they’re done. 
Tess suggested that the rubric encouraged students to understand writing proficiency as a fixed 
construct that is achieved once they reach the highest level of the rubric, rather than as a process 
that can always be improved. Her comments show the potential of standardized writing rubrics to 
stifle students’ writing development because they privilege efficiency over detail (e.g. Hillocks, 
2002). However, she admitted the rubric was “short and sweet. You can grade a paper in two 
minutes.” Indeed, speed and efficiency were the only positive rubric features she identified. 
 In contrast to the simplicity of the PARCC rubric, Mike found the SAT rubric 
cumbersome. He described how he and Renata determined the original rubric was too detailed to 
use for the writing initiative and “boiled it down” to a section of the “much larger” SAT rubric. 
At the same time, he did not appreciate the holistic nature of the rubric’s scoring. He said, 
It would more effective if, instead of having the different topic areas in one box, you had 
rows across. You could circle the bullet points. Structure’s a five, grammar’s a three. But 
then, how to score it? Whereas if it’s set up with one criteria that goes across, you could 
check it off and add them up. But that’s time-consuming. Maybe that’s why they did this. 
In this statement, Mike ascribed intentionality to the rubrics’ creators, recognizing that they 
wanted to make it easy to use. All key informants made reference to the test designers in this 
manner. Like Tess, Mike wanted a rubric that was efficient, but detailed enough to be 
instructionally useful. This tension captures a disconnect in how these boundary objects were 
used across communities of practice. While Mike expected the rubric to provide information 
about his students, its creators had designed it as a quick, summative assessment. 
Because of its simplicity, Tess also found that the PARCC rubric was not specific enough 
  236 
to be instructionally useful. She took issue with the fact that the PARCC assessed students using 
the same rubric for the Research Simulation Task and the Literary Analysis Task: 
They lumped too many things together, literary and research. I think they were trying to 
help us out and being like, “Oh, we don’t have three rubrics, we only have two.” But the 
wording of “focus” – they just call it “focus,” where the thesis statement would be 
assessed – in the middle of grading, you’re like, “Uh, I guess it kind of fits?” You know? 
Like Mike, Tess ascribed intentionality to the rubric’s creators, imagining they thought they were 
doing a favor for teachers by burdening them with fewer rubrics. However, this particular rubric 
did not evaluate students’ understanding that a research-based thesis statement was different 
from a thesis statement in literary analysis. The rubric was designed to be used broadly across 
genres. Tess determined that this was “problematic” and cited it as the reason for the lack of 
specific language on the rubric, explaining, “That’s why it’s so vague.”  
Jaclyn, too, spoke about the vague language on the MCAS rubric, but on positive terms. 
She appreciated the simplicity and common usage of the rubric, which she found accessible for 
her tenth graders. She said, “I think the fact that kids have seen it before, they know it and can 
understand it, I think it’s very helpful.” She made several statements such as the following:  
I thought it was relatively vague. It had a lot of wiggle room. But I get why that would be 
the case and for an MCAS grader, I know that thousands of people potentially are grading 
these, and I don’t necessarily want to be so specific people are raising their hands every 
two seconds to ask me what we need to do for the whole state of grading. 
The way in which Jaclyn imagine scorers using the rubric is striking. Like Mike and Tess, she 
ascribes intent to this community of practice, which is distinct from her own. Their goal is not to 
have an accurate and informative rubric, but rather one that can be used with ease, without much 
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complaint, confusion, or “hand raising.” Indeed, a need for consensus around what the rubric 
means would limit scorers’ ability to do their job. So the trade off, as Jaclyn presents it, is a good 
deal of “wiggle room” to enable efficient grading. She implies that the test designers would 
prefer graders rely on their own judgments about what the rubric means, rather than taking the 
time to build common understanding. Ironically, the vague language that Jaclyn saw was meant 
to simplify the assessment process actually created confusion for her and the other teachers. 
The final frustration that Tess expressed around the PARCC rubric was its failure to 
address several privileged disciplinary practices. She observed that the rubric did not require 
students to cite text formally, which was a highly-valued skill in the department. She said, “The 
rubric is very generic. There’s nothing about proper methods of research for writing. In the 
[model essays] they gave me, there was a lot of, ‘In this text it said,’ and that was enough to cite 
your source. It didn't have to come from a line.” She also indicated that the rubric lacked criteria 
for diction or word choice, which she stressed with her students as a key aspect to consider in 
literary analysis. “If the rubric did have something about word choice, I would have made a 
comment about ‘have many differences with each other’ that she could pick better words to 
describe the tension.” As this example suggests, the broadness of the rubric limited its utility as a 
tool to evaluate discipline-specific writing practices. This is a notable lapse, given the explicit 
focus on disciplinary literacy in the CCSS, with which the PARCC was designed to align. 
In short, teachers found the rubrics less than useful, since they had different needs for the 
rubrics than their developers intended. The rubrics’ vague language and lack of attention to 
valued disciplinary writing practices made it difficult for teachers to connect them with their own 
writing instruction or use them to provide meaningful feedback. In this respect, there was little 
difference between the PARCC, which policymakers have touted as a superior assessment, and 
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either of the other rubrics teachers used. Overall, these examples problematize how standardized 
rubrics reduce complex social practices to easily quantifiable criteria. They suggest that 
removing the human element in attempts to objectify assessment may actually introduce 
confusion. As I show next, this required teachers to engage in a process of recontextualization. 
Use of Writing Rubrics 
Next, I demonstrate how the three key informants ascribed meaning to the rubrics for 
their own students given the limitations I just discussed. I term this “recontextualization.” This 
process was made difficult by the lack of collaboration around the rubrics. As a result, teachers 
were encouraged to rely on individualistic and subjective scoring practices. Teachers’ 
recontextualization of the rubrics resulted in diminished standardization (a goal of the rubrics) 
and did not lead to a collaborative focus on improving writing (a goal of the initiative). 
In the think alouds, all three teachers implicitly or explicitly indicated the importance of 
benchmarking materials – referred to variously as “examples,” “anchor papers,” or “models – in 
supporting their use of the rubrics. Tess made seven references to such materials. In line with 
how she valued norming, discussed in Chapter 4, she pointed to the importance of grounding her 
assessment of students’ writing in something besides her own judgment. She described how her 
perspective on students’ writing changed after looking at the benchmark materials, saying: 
At first, I was like, “Well, I guess this essay good” or “I guess this essay is terrible,” but 
then I went back and looked at the norming stuff. That was very helpful, to get a better 
sense. They’re actually very generous in some areas and very unforgiving in others. 
Tess’s initial expectations were not in line with the expectations captured in the benchmark 
materials. She indicated her surprise that the criteria were “actually” both more lax and more 
strict than she had thought. This example shows how first impressions of students’ writing may 
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not be accurate assessments of their abilities. It also demonstrates how boundary objects can 
facilitate meaning-making around other boundary objects by clarifying language or otherwise 
supporting interpretation of the objects for those new to using them. In this case, the benchmark 
papers facilitated Tess’s understanding of how to enact the rubric’s criteria for writing. 
Importantly, teachers rarely described collaborating with other colleagues around use of 
the rubrics. Indeed, as discussed in Chapter 4, the culture and the structures of the department 
prevented effective norming. While Tess spoke frequently about using benchmark materials, she 
did so in isolation, mostly online. Jaclyn, who occasionally referenced benchmarking materials 
for the MCAS, also relied on the Internet to access information from the state. For example, she 
observed that the state education department had sample MCAS essays on their website: “It tells 
you what it should look like and it has exemplars already written for you to look at online, which 
were very helpful.” However, even with these resources, she still found her understanding of the 
rubric lacking. She felt the rubric “left a lot to your discretion, and we didn’t norm, not that it 
mattered, again, because our rubrics are different, but that I think was one of the limitations.” 
Here, Jaclyn once again points to a design flaw of the writing initiative – that “all our rubrics are 
different” – as well as the lack of norming as a major “limitation” in implementing the initiative. 
In these examples, teachers are effectively describing their attempts to evaluate students’ writing 
in a bubble, without context or a frame of reference for judging student performance. 
Rather than calibrating their scoring with objective criteria, teachers often anchored their 
scoring through interpersonal comparisons. That is, they recontextualized the rubrics by 
evaluating students against other students. Frequently, teachers contrasted a student’s writing 
with another student discussed as part of the think aloud. For example, in her third think aloud, 
Jaclyn discussed an MCAS essay by tenth-grader Deja, as compared to her classmate Dayana: 
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Jaclyn: So these two students, I tend to grade based on how the other one does, which one 
is the bar. I did notice the essay did not seem cohesive in the same way the other one was. 
The ideas did not come together in a way that I think would have earned a six. 
Interviewer: When you mean it wasn’t as cohesive as the other, you mean her other 
essays or each of the… 
Jaclyn: No, as Dayana’s. 
Jaclyn’s feedback positioned the two students in competition with one another. Rather than 
having an objective reference point, Jaclyn relied on this comparison to determine the score on 
the rubric. Jaclyn’s approach runs counter to the logic of standardized assessment, which aims to 
take the subjective dimension out of the evaluation process by explicitly defining performance 
criteria. There were nine such comparisons between Deja and Dayana in Jaclyn’s think alouds. 
Jaclyn also judged students’ writing within the class context more broadly. For instance, 
speaking about Deja’s second essay she said, “I think that, if I am comparing it to my other 
students, definitely more use of complex sentences, more variety in vocabulary.” 
The other two focal teachers made similar comparisons across students. For example, 
Tess commented that Keeghan’s writing did not display “the command of the English language 
that [Jane] has.” Mike stated that he was “really seeing a difference between Nico’s paper and 
Eric’s paper,” a native English speaker and an ELL, respectively. These examples all illustrate 
how, in the absence of benchmarking materials or norming experiences with colleagues, their 
other students’ work functioned to anchor teachers’ scoring practices. From this vantage point, 
what appear on the surface to be subjective or unreliable scoring practices can actually be 
understood as resourceful attempts to enact equitable assessment without benchmark materials. 
 Additionally, teachers relied heavily on intrapersonal factors to contextualize their 
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scoring. All made comparisons of students across administrations of the assessments. That is, 
they scored students against themselves. A typical example – here from Mike, speaking about 
Eric – looked like this: “As far as his overall ability to write a thoughtful, well-structured essay 
that uses evidence to speak to a thesis which was generated accurately from a prompt, I think 
he’s made progress in those areas, which is good.” But the trajectory of students’ performance 
was not always upward. Jaclyn attributed a great deal of variation in students’ scores to the 
nature of the prompt they were addressing. She reflected on Dayana’s second essay as follows: 
She didn’t do this poorly on the last one. She had a five [for idea development] and four 
for grammar. I think it had to do with the fact that she was more comfortable with the 
question. She had either just read the book or really liked it, because she clearly 
remembered details that were important and could use them to structure her argument. 
That is, looking at Dayana’s performance over time allowed for Jaclyn to attribute variation to 
the nature of the assessment, rather than the student’s writing ability. Jaclyn recognized how the 
assessment itself mediated Dayana’s demonstrated writing proficiency in a way that would not 
have been possible if she did not have Dayana’s other essays to contextualize her performance. 
 Jaclyn’s example also highlights the role of affect in shaping teachers’ scoring practices. 
Jaclyn often talked about scoring using the language of emotion or intuition, perhaps reflecting 
her status as a novice with little experience evaluating writing. This was most common at points 
where Jaclyn’s understanding of the rubric broke down. In one instance, she struggled to 
determine what the MCAS rubric meant by the vague term “moderate.” About Deja, she said: “I 
think the ideas are there, so I didn’t feel right giving it a four, because it wasn’t moderate. I was 
torn between four and five, and when I’m torn, I tend to go high.” Here, Jaclyn’s presents herself 
as an easy grader who tends to “go high” when she’s uncertain. This example illustrates how 
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affect shapes the use of all assessments, even standardized assessments which aim to remove the 
human element. The fact that Jaclyn “didn’t feel right” giving it a four speaks to her challenges 
articulating her professional judgment without a frame of reference for scoring. 
The influence of interpersonal and intrapersonal factors was most apparent in moments 
when teachers’ professional judgment came in conflict with the rubrics’ scoring criteria. Often, 
teachers spoke of what the score “should be” or “would be,” implying that the rubric told them 
something different from what they knew to be true about their students. For instance, talking 
about Keeghan, Tess said, “It wasn’t the best analysis, so I felt divided between the two and the 
three, but I know that the PARCC would have scored him at a three.” Mike offered similar 
thoughts on Eric: “Some of his word choice is off, and the grammar could use help, but I think 
he gets it. That’s why I was able to give him a four.” In both examples, teachers referenced the 
assessments as authoritative discourses working opposition to their own – professional, situated 
– knowledge about students. As in Mike’s statement that he was “able” to give Eric the score he 
felt he deserved, teachers’ talk reflected how they circumvented aspects of the assessments in 
order to accurately gage students’ writing abilities. That is, the influence of the boundary objects 
worked in two directions. While the rubrics shaped teachers’ perceptions of students’ writing 
proficiency, teachers pushed back against the assessments through reliance on contextual factors, 
redefining scoring criteria to align with their own professional knowledge. 
In the preceding sections, I have discussed teachers’ attitudes about the standardized 
rubrics for the writing initiative and demonstrated their reliance on contextual factors when using 
the rubrics. These findings suggest that boundary objects, as reified representations of social 
practices, require social interaction for an authentic transfer of meaning. New users must supply 
the context which has been lost as the objects move across communities – that is, they must 
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engage in a process of recontextualization. Without participating in shared processes of 
interpretation and meaning-making, community members may take up the objects in ways that 
are idiosyncratic. Indeed, it would be easy to criticize teachers’ scoring practices as subjective 
and unfair to students. Assessing writing without a benchmark may result in evaluations that are 
discriminatory, based on biased perceptions of students or a false sense of proficiency. While 
there was a logic to how teachers made meaning of the rubrics, this logic made sense within the 
social worlds of their individual classrooms, rather than the world of standardized assessment. 
Departmental Discourse around Essay Structure 
In the next two sections, I explore how the standardized rubrics influenced the 
departmental discourse around writing. I demonstrate that the rubrics functioned indirectly to 
constrain the departmental discourse in two areas: essay structure and grammar and mechanics.  
The departmental discourse around essay structure was marked by disagreements about 
the appropriate use of writing formulas and models and the 5-paragraph essay. Teachers 
frequently discussed these conventional approaches to writing, which are valued in standardized 
writing assessment (Smagorinsky, 2010). However, their conversations were never explicitly 
framed in terms of high-stakes testing. The extent to which formulaic essay structure was 
internalized as part of the departmental discourse reflects the hegemonic effects of high-stakes 
assessments like those used in the writing initiative and the long-lasting influence of test-driven 
reforms, even at a high-performing school like Adams. 
Department members differed in their feelings about the utility and appropriateness of 
writing models and formulas. Occasionally, they described students needing explicit structures in 
order to communicate effectively and develop their ideas. While not typical, this indicated a 
reductive view of students’ writing abilities. For example, as one leader stated to the department, 
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“My feeling is that you need to provide kids a frame when they are learning to write…kids tend 
to ramble if they don’t have a structure. Maybe you have a star that can go past that, but for most 
students, it’s more paint by number.” The assumption underlying these statements was that most 
students could not produce coherent writing on their own without a “frame.” 
Tess felt similarly that students “really need that structure in order to be able to organize 
their very out there ideas.” In interviews, she gave five examples of using graphic organizers to 
scaffold her students’ writing, which she called “training wheels.” For instance: 
We go into, so here is the prompt, then all of the thinking about, you know, I’m recording 
my thoughts. Then they go into the templates, how to organize their ideas into an actual 
essay. So it goes from very loosey-goosey to very tightly-structured template writing. 
What Tess described – modeling, thinking aloud, and providing tools for students to work 
independently – encapsulates what would likely be considered good practice in cognitive 
strategy instruction (e.g. MacArthur & Graham, 2015), which emphasizes the development of 
thinking skills and processes to enhance learning. However, Tess indicated she did not consider 
the products of this instruction to be high quality. “I hate to say, but they’re cookie-cutter,” she 
admitted, calling the essays “formulaic.” For Tess, it was a tradeoff: This “template writing” was 
better than students’ “out there” ideas in the absence of explicit guidance and structure.  
 Other teachers relied on acronyms to support students’ writing. Such approaches have 
been popularized by research on Self-Regulated Strategy Development (e.g. Kiuhara, O’Neill, 
Hawken, & Graham, 2012), which emphasizes the explicit teaching of highly-formalized 
cognitive moves in writing. The “MEAL” acronym (“main idea,” “evidence,” “analysis,” and 
“link back”) for teaching paragraph structure was popular across the department. Jaclyn offered 
three examples of how she used MEAL paragraphs. One is particularly revealing:  
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So I was talking to a student who was like, “Miss, what if I have two examples and I 
want to put them in the same paragraph, because they fit with the same topic sentence.” 
So I was like, “Well, now the new MEAL paragraph template will be something like 
MEAEAL.” She is like, “Oh, I get it, so like, I need to say evidence again, then my 
analysis, and then I just link them together, along with linking them to the topic sentence 
and the thesis statement?” I was like, “Exactly.” She is like, “Okay I got this.” We’ll see 
when I read it, I guess, but they are very much using the language themselves. 
On one hand, this example offers a narrow view of writing quality, focused on form rather than 
content. There is no discussion of the nature of the analysis or the evidence being used. In some 
senses, it seems like a reliance on the MEAL formula foreclosed for this student the possibility 
that a paragraph could be structured in multiple ways extending beyond the formula. At the same 
time, Jaclyn perceived it as an effective scaffold to help jumpstart the writing process. Indeed, 
the acronym did work to move this student’s writing forward. Overall, Jaclyn’s example paints a 
hopeful picture of students’ capacity to write in sophisticated ways that eventually break from 
the formula. It illustrates the tension – pervasive in the department discourse – between feeling 
that students need structure to help them write and ultimately wanting to move them beyond it. 
 Often, debates about essay structure centered around what teachers termed the “three part 
thesis,” which was intended to provide what was commonly described as a “road map” for the 
three body paragraphs of a traditional 5-paragraph essay. Dana, who described herself as “very 
anti-formula,” identified this as a popular approach in the department. She found it was “too 
rigid” and gave her students “too much of a structured idea of how to write,” which “limited their 
ability to think flexibly” and caused them to “lay things out in list form rather than trying to 
synthesize.” In other words, she saw that it impacted their higher-level thinking skills. “It’s great 
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to scaffold and give them supports, but there comes a point where they need to abandon like, oh 
you must have three points in your thesis statement,” she said. Mike, however, felt otherwise: 
I’ve heard another teacher be somewhat critical of what she called the three-part thesis, 
but I don’t see what's wrong with it. You’re laying it out there so that the reader can’t 
miss the points that you’re about to make. You’re giving them a blueprint. Is it more 
sophisticated not to mention the topics of your topic sentences in your thesis? Is it more 
sophisticated to just lay it out and let it evolve? I don’t see why that’s better, necessarily. 
Mike rejected the idea that more structured writing was less “sophisticated.” His idea of a 
proficient writer was one who could “lay it out there in such a way” that the reader could follow 
the argument. He put the onus on the writer to make sure the reader understood where he was 
going. Mike’s description contrasts with Dana’s understanding of writing as a venue for thinking 
and idea development. In her view, structuring thesis statements too tightly actually stifles 
thinking. This contrast captures the range of departmental perspectives on the three-part thesis. 
There was also disagreement about the importance of teaching students how to write the 
traditional 5-paragraph essay. Not many teachers spoke positively about the form. However, the 
few teachers who did held these views strongly. Here, Mike was the most vocal of all 
participants. In CPT, he made five mentions of a talk he had attended by a professor in the 
English department at a local university. He also brought this talk up at length in his initial and 
final interview. In the talk, as Mike explained it, the professor had stressed the importance of 
students mastering the 5-paragraph essay in order to be prepared for college-level writing: 
He talked about the importance of people getting to college and being able to write a 
good 5-paragraph essay, and that a lot of the non-fiction writing that people do springs 
off that general understanding of how to set up a framework, how to ease the reader into 
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it, how to set up a thesis, how to prove the thesis in an organized way. 
According to Mike’s description, the professor had discussed the 5-paragraph essay as a 
springboard for a range of nonfiction writing. Mike also expressed this view himself, stating, “If 
you have [5-paragraph format], you have a nonfiction writing tool that you can use for the rest of 
your life.” That is, he saw the 5-paragraph form as a foundation for more complex writing. 
 However, the way that Mike presented the talk to students offered a different view: 
I said, “Listen, one of the things [the professor] said that students really need to be ready 
for college English is to be able to write a thoughtful, basically an analytical 5-paragraph 
essay. That’s important.” I said, “We’re gonna drill this over the course of the year, 
because this is really one of those skills that top college professors are saying that you 
need to have, so I feel strongly about spending time on this.” Kids responded to that. 
Mike justified his intent to focus on the 5-paragraph essay using the familiar rhetoric of college 
readiness. However, he gave no indication to students that this was meant to be a jumping off 
point for more expansive writing practices. Rather, it was a reified form they “[needed] to have.” 
It was something he was going to “drill” (a term that he used frequently), suggesting a skill set 
that could become rote through repetition and practice. Elsewhere, he described his writing 
instruction as the “teaching of discrete skills.” Such approaches typify the focus on form over 
content that has characterized test-based pedagogy for decades. They also oversimplify the 
professor’s more nuanced position. Mike himself recognized that some of the context might have 
been lost in translation, saying, “I need to go back and ask [him] if that’s what he meant.” 
Overall, these statements indicate that for Mike, the utility of the 5-paragraph model remained an 
unquestioned proposition. They also illustrate the extent to which some teachers in the 
department had internalized discourses of high-stakes assessment and test-based writing. 
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 Other teachers were more critical of the 5-paragraph essay. Hazel stated in one meeting 
that “5-paragraph essays are not what colleges expect.” Perhaps indicating a disciplinary bias, 
Christine mentioned three times the “awful” 5-paragraph essays she was getting from her juniors, 
attributing this to poor writing instruction from teachers in other subject areas. Tess also 
described how her template writing instruction had backfired, saying “I focused so much on 
getting them to understand 5-paragraph structure that their essays were terrible.” And according 
to Dana, while students generally understood how to use the 5-paragraph model well, they did 
not always understand why they were doing it. This was what made their writing unsuccessful: 
“Students don’t think about why they’re writing what they’re writing. They don’t think about the 
audience or what they are intending to do.” These teachers recognized that the 5-paragraph 
model caused students to disregard the context of the writing situation and, as a generic, one-
size-fits-all blueprint, worked to separate writing from its social dimensions. 
The standardized rubrics also encouraged teachers to favor form over substance in their 
own scoring practices. According to Jaclyn, the focus of the MCAS rubric was ostensibly on the 
structure of the larger argument. However, she also noted that a high score on the rubric directly 
correlated with length. “What I observed in all my classes is that the kids who write the least 
score the lowest,” she said. Amy recounted that her students had come to a similar conclusion 
when looking at model essays in class. These examples typify the use of length as a proxy for 
writing quality, long dominating scoring practices for high-stakes assessment (Hillocks, 2002).  
Interestingly, although the influence of the standardized rubrics on the departmental 
discourse was clear, teachers never mentioned high-stakes testing during these discussions, nor 
did they acknowledge that the 5-paragraph model was privileged by these exams. The influence 
of the standardized rubrics and their underlying accountability structures remained tacit and 
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hegemonic. This may point to a shift in the policy rhetoric around student achievement. Mike 
shows how fixation on “college readiness” – on the 5-paragraph essay as a prerequisite for 
college-level writing – has taken the place of concerns about performance on high-stakes exams. 
While the CCSS favors this language as a proxy for test scores and other measurable 
achievement outcomes, Mike’s example illustrates how a reductive focus on college readiness 
can lend itself to the kind of skill and drill instruction long associated with test-based reform (e.g. 
Behizadeh & Pang, 2015). Teachers’ interest in conventional writing models despite minimal 
concerns about achievement outcomes at Adams indicates that the hegemonic influence of high-
stakes assessment had been internalized as part of the departmental discourse. More broadly, 
these data suggest that how boundary objects are taken up in communities is mediated by the 
social significance ascribed to the objects by the larger institution to which the community 
belong and by the normative and regulative pressures associated with that institution’s policies. 
Departmental Discourse around Grammar and Mechanics 
The extent to which the standardized writing rubrics constrained the departmental 
discourse went beyond conventional essay structure. As I show next, the rubrics also influenced 
Adams English teachers to focus on students’ technical writing skills – that is, their facility with 
grammar and mechanics. As a whole, the department placed a high value on “correctness” in 
students’ language use, exemplifying what Ivanič, (2004) has identified as a “skills-based” 
discourse around the teaching of writing. This encompasses an explicit focus on grammatical 
rules and standard English usage. The stringent criteria for language use on the rubrics along 
with the authority the rubrics took on within the policy environment worked to amplify this 
discourse. This trend is especially interesting to consider, since Adams students already had to 
demonstrate a high level of writing proficiency to be admitted to the school. 
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Many department members prioritized skillful and accurate use of language. One 
department leader stated that she noticed teachers tended to “focus on teaching mechanics, not so 
much on thinking.” When teachers shared student writing together, the most commonly raised 
issues were around elements such as citation format, page numbers, and spelling. Amy expressed 
frustration about how other teachers had harshly evaluated the grammar skills of one of her 
students: “It’s like, I’m an English teacher. Me. I could sit and point out everything that’s wrong 
with this paper, too. That’s not the point. We’re all pretty literate.” Teachers of upperclassmen 
often talked about students’ poor grammar skills as a lapse on the part of the other teachers. For 
example, Renata said, “We need to focus more on the mechanics earlier on. 7th, 8th, and 9th grade 
should be where they get it, so they know it, so it’s not such an earth-shattering event when they 
get to us.” These comments effectively shouldered teachers of lower grades with the 
responsibility of grammar instruction, implying they were to blame for students’ poor writing 
proficiency, and contributed to a collective sense that students lacked technical writing skills. 
Across the department, there was a lack of clarity about when particular grammar skills 
should be taught. Amy identified this gap: “We need to be more specific about which grades are 
introducing which mechanical concepts.” Mike described grammar instruction as “catch as catch 
can.” In their interviews, all teachers mentioned the ELA Curriculum Guide as a resource for 
grammar instruction. It contained, in Amy’s words, “a list of grammatical stuff that kids should 
be working on in each grade level.” However, at 300 pages, this document was not useful for 
teachers. To a person, they acknowledged that they had not read all or even most of it. Mike 
described the curriculum guide as “an all-inclusive, exhaustive list of things to do.” Jaclyn 
referred similarly to the “exhaustive list of grammar stuff” in the curriculum guide. Absent the 
curriculum guide, teachers lacked a common reference point to anchor their grammar instruction. 
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Additionally, there was confusion about specific resources for grammar instruction. In 
vague language suggesting his difficulty remembering, Mike said he had “used different 
grammar books” in every grade – “I think, this year it’s a kind of, Warriner, I think is one of the 
writers or editors.” And Jaclyn explained, “It feels very disjointed to teach grammar here when 
we are not given grammar books. They’re not in the list of required books for tenth grade. I think 
there is a suggested book but no real discussion on how to use it.” This is to suggest there was 
both a lack of common grammar resources and lack of common understanding about how to use 
them. One key detail that Jaclyn supplies is that there was “no real discussion” about how to use 
the grammar resources, again illustrating the lack of meaningful participation in the department. 
Jaclyn and Mike also talked about the challenges of finding time to address students’ 
grammar. Jaclyn admitted that “I just don’t have time to teach grammar.” Similarly, Mike stated, 
“I haven’t been able to do it within class, to help them master [grammar]. When I have a big 
class, I can’t.” As Mike saw it, grammar instruction was not necessary for all his students; rather, 
it was “kind of a select group mostly like FLEPS [Formerly Limited English Proficient Students] 
who need it. So, sometimes I think about, does it make sense to have 31 students go through a 
focused grammar activity?” In Mike’s mind, direct grammar instruction was not the best use of 
instructional time, since he perceived this group of students was small. His attitude mirrors 
prevalent assumptions in the policy environment that students no longer officially identified as 
ELLs do not need additional support. Mike did acknowledge the value of a more intentional 
approach to grammar instruction for all his students: “I guess it wouldn’t hurt. Some native born 
folks might find out they have some issues they didn’t know they had, too.” However, carving 
out time for the teaching of grammar in an already-packed curriculum was a major challenge. 
This may explain the departmental tendency to pass off the responsibility to other grade levels. 
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Consequently, teachers taught grammar on an as-needed basis. Jaclyn and Mike often 
talked about grammar as something they dealt with after school. Mike described putting students 
“on a grammar hit list, so to speak, and telling those kids who need extra grammar help to come 
see me once a week after school. It tends to be a lot of ESL students.” Similarly, he observed: 
A lot of the ELLs have issues with subject-verb agreement. I have been telling them a 
couple things. One, “Double check everything for subject-verb agreement before you turn 
it in.” Two, “Come see me after school for extra grammar help and we’ll do some drills.” 
These examples are revealing for several reasons. Firstly, they show how Mike offered 
generalizing statements about “a lot of ELLs.” In his think alouds, he made 14 such statements 
about “typical ELL” issues, reflecting some awareness of his students’ linguistic challenges, but 
not differentiating the needs of students at different stages of language development or with 
different language backgrounds. That is, he lumped all ELLs together. Additionally, as with the 
5-paragraph essay, Mike indicated that “drills” were his preferred instructional mode and felt that 
ELLs especially would benefit from practice. Notably, the drills had little connection to the rest 
of his curriculum. This approach typifies the kind of decontextualized practice with specific 
language skills characterizing skills-based discourses of teaching writing (Ivanič, 2004). 
Mike’s statements also place the onus on students to seek out assistance. His advice to 
“double check everything” presumes students will have the linguistic awareness to identify their 
own errors and correct them independently. This was a common attitude in the department. 
Jaclyn told students, “If you’re not sure what something means, you have to come and ask me.” 
Mike also talked about grammar problems as an indication of students’ poor work ethic: 
I see it time and again, even with the upperclassmen. It takes real focused effort to correct 
these issues. If a student decided it’s just not that important, if they have other things to 
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work on, unless they take an active interest, I don’t know how they are going to get it. 
Here, Mike assumes the student has decided grammar is “just not that important.” She could 
learn it, if only she tried hard enough and exerted a “real focused effort.” Underscoring the link 
between teacher and student motivation, this attitude resonates with Mike’s own commitment to 
teaching grammar, which he also treated as unimportant. His responsibility was to give students 
opportunities to practice (to “drill” students), not to deliver in-depth language instruction.  
An interest in “drilling” students was also evident in teachers’ reliance on online forums 
for practice with grammar. Both Mike and Jaclyn often mentioned that they utilized Kahn 
Academy, where they assigned students to work independently on grammar exercises. Jaclyn 
also spoke about the grammar check features on turnitin.com, an online platform used across the 
department, through which she would require many of her ELLs to submit grammar reports with 
their assignments. In other words, teachers described outsourcing their grammar instruction. 
The piecemeal approach to teaching grammar in the department contributed to confusion 
about how it should factor into scoring the writing assessments. Some teachers found the rubrics 
to be inappropriate in this area. Tess pointed to the PARCC rubric’s harsh criteria around 
grammar and mechanics in her first think aloud about Jane’s essay: 
I couldn’t give her a three for knowledge of language and conventions, because of stuff 
like this, quotation marks on the stories. That was all throughout. She didn’t capitalize or 
put quotation marks at the beginning. The “S” in sun, she didn’t do that. I couldn’t give 
her a three, even though her subject-verb agreement was great, her punctuation was great. 
According to the norming standards for PARCC, just for those little things, they would 
bump you over. In fact, if she had that plus some subject-verb agreement, she would be in 
the one range. It’s super strict. Even though I consider her to have a very great command 
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of the English language, she would be in the two range. In fact, I think sometimes when I 
send out emails, I would be at a two because of how fast – and this is a timed situation.  
Several key ideas emerge here. First is the relative insignificance of the student’s mechanical 
errors, which do not prevent a reader from garnering meaning from her writing. Additionally, the 
rubric’s determination that the student had poor technical writing skills was at odds with Tess’s 
own professional judgment. Finally, Tess indicated the inappropriateness of “super strict” criteria 
given the test’s timeframe. She emphasized how time pressures can contribute to lapses in 
technical writing skills, even her own. Overall, this suggests that the rigor of the PARCC rubric 
may be ill-conceived, at least in terms of grammar usage, given the on-demand nature of the 
writing task. Tess’s example also illustrates how standardized writing rubrics often weight 
grammar heavily compared to topic and idea development, in part because grammar is more 
objective and easier to evaluate. This remains a common criticism of high-stakes writing tests. 
Other teachers problematized the rubrics’ collapsing language and content into a holistic 
score. Jaclyn pointed to how the MCAS rubric combined conventions and idea development: 
As we’re looking at data, we are adding the grammar with the content assessment, which 
doesn’t tell me if the students understood the prompt or they are just really poor at 
grammar. I have some ELLs who are really quick with understanding the content, but 
when they try to express it in writing, it is a two. But the idea is a five or six. 
The holistic rubric made it difficult for Jaclyn to identify students’ skill gaps, pointing to the 
need for more a more finely-tuned, disaggregated scoring system. This example also highlights 
how standardized assessments, even so-called “next generation” assessments like the PARCC, 
can disadvantage ELLs, in that the test format limits students from demonstrating what they 
know and can do. This is a common research finding (e.g. Spence, 2010; Ruecker et al., 2015). 
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 Therefore, teachers accounted for students’ grammar skills in different ways as they 
scored the assessments. Mike is an interesting example to consider here, as he taught the largest 
population of ELL students. His feedback also encapsulated a shift in thinking over time. 
 Some teachers treated grammar issues as a ceiling effect; they saw problems with 
grammar and mechanics as barriers to the expression of ideas. Students could only score so high, 
since their language skills prevented them from earning full credit. Mike spoke about Eric, an 
ELL, on these terms: “His essay was structurally sound, but he did have some of those language 
issues. I felt like I couldn’t give him anything higher than a four without ignoring the grammar 
stuff, which I don’t want to do.” He concluded that “the grammar would have knocked it down 
to maybe like a 3.75.” These quotes typify how teachers privileged strong grammar skills. 
Arguably, content is more important to consider in assessing writing than language use. A long 
history of research on writing instruction for ELLs (e.g. Brisk, 2014) supports the value of 
focusing on students’ idea development over grammar in evaluating writing. However, cultural 
and linguistic biases around “correct” language use (Boyd, 1993) may drive teachers to focus on 
superficial dimensions of writing, like grammar, in their feedback, which are easy to correct. 
Teachers also made allowances for students’ writing challenges based on ELL status. 
Over time, Mike began focusing on Eric’s ideas over his language. In think aloud three, he said:  
Because as much as his grammar was, he’s got issues okay, so he is an ESL student or he 
was one. Some of his issues are lingering. But I don’t think the writing is that bad. I 
mean, I see things I would fix or make suggestions about. But that’s not the reason that I 
nailed him with the scores. Not that the score was really punitive. 
Mike came to talk positively about Eric’s writing, despite his problems with grammar, making 
statements such as “It’s phrased awkwardly, but he gets it,” and “The word choice and grammar 
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isn’t perfect, but the overall ideas are solid.” He started to look past the grammar – albeit in a 
qualified way – to focus more broadly on what Eric had to say. This resulted in scoring practices 
that were more strength-based rather than punitive. 
Mike’s shift in thinking was illustrated in his third think aloud as he read Eric’s essay and 
Nico’s essay back to back. He had originally scored Eric’s essay lower than Nico’s (a four 
compared to a five). However, throughout the think aloud process, he began to question this 
judgment. He mulled over Eric’s essay: “I mean it is not terrible. It needs work. Is it a four? I 
don’t know. I need to look at the rubric again.” And in rereading Nico’s essay, he reflected, 
This definitely is not a five. Is it even a four? Frankly, I don’t know. I thought he got it in 
a quick look at it, but as I’m reading I think this essay needs real revision before it could 
be considered adequate. Nico might not have the ESL issues that Eric did, but I don’t 
really think he’s making very strong links between his topic sentences and his thesis. 
Ultimately, Mike concluded that Eric had produced a better final product than Nico. 
This example is illuminating in many ways. It underscores how the authority of the 
assessment discourse was salient for teachers. It demonstrates how quick first impressions of 
students’ writing, the kind that are typical with scoring of standardized writing assessment, can 
result in poor or inaccurate judgments about students’ performance. This stands as particularly 
true for ELLs, who face the most bias from readers based on their grammar. As a methodological 
moment, this instance also highlights how the think alouds fostered authentic reflection on 
students’ writing and changed teachers’ views about students’ abilities. It captures Mike’s 
movement away from privileging “correctness” in writing to valuing students’ idea development. 
The departmental preoccupation with structure and grammar should not be taken to 
indicate that teachers lacked deeper knowledge about writing. Notably, this focus on formal 
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dimensions of writing contrasted with the discussions around argumentation and literary analysis 
presented earlier in the chapter, which treated writing as contextualized and emphasized 
students’ awareness of audience and purpose rather than “correctness.” This disconnect evinces 
the authoritative nature of the policy environment on teachers’ expectations for students writing. 
Teachers did not equate formulaic or technically-accurate writing with good writing. Rather, 
their interest in conventional essay structure and language use captures the hegemonic influence 
of standardized rubrics emphasizing form over substance. The extent that this influence 
dominated, subsuming teachers’ own professional judgment and the rich, situated departmental 
discourse, illustrates the power of boundary objects to effectively reconfigure a community’s 
shared knowledge and practices when they are imbued with particular social significance – as in 
this situation, where the rubrics represented larger accountability structures and policy aims. This 
influence is especially striking in light of the fact that Adams served a high-achieving population 
of student writers who gave little cause for concern in terms of performance on state exams. 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I argued that, in their function as boundary objects, the CCSS for writing 
and the standardized writing rubrics used in the writing initiative confused and constrained the 
discourse around writing in the Adams English department. I also highlighted how teachers 
worked to resupply the context around the standards and rubrics that was lost as they moved 
across social worlds, a process I termed “recontextualization.” Overall, my analysis points to 
both the potential and the peril when the human element enters into the assessment process. 
Standardized assessments offer a one-size fits all evaluation of a set of isolated skills. Without 
social context, they are incomplete representations of these practices. However, overdependence 
on individual contextual factors in scoring lends to idiosyncratic evaluations, reflecting personal 
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ideologies, biases, and the pressures of the larger accountability system.  
Arguably, teachers’ confusion about the standards and rubrics was directly attributable to 
lack of opportunity to negotiate meaning about these boundary objects with colleagues. They 
were more or less on their own in using the assessments, left to rely on their own – varied – 
knowledge of writing. Absent from these data are examples of individuals serving the role of 
brokers, moving between communities of practice, carrying reifications from one group to 
another and supporting common understanding. Indeed, teachers could only imagine those 
behind the creation of the assessments. This contributed to incongruity in how the assessments 
were taken up across the distinct social worlds of policy and practice. 
Reliance on boundary objects without collaboration exemplifies, in Wenger’s (1998) 
terms, reification without participation. These data point to the determinative role of individual 
contextual factors and policy pressures in the meaning-making process absent social interaction. 
Given the failure to negotiate meaning and the simplistic construction of writing proficiency in 
the assessments, it was easy for teachers to lose sight of writing as a social practice and to focus 
on formal elements in their feedback. What I am suggesting here is that standardized 
assessments, as representations of social practices, require social context to be fully understood. 
In other words, the significance of an assessment can only be realized in the context of its use; 
assessments require repositioning to make sense within the social world of the community using 
them. These conclusions beg further questions about assessment itself as a social practice. What 
might function to anchor meaning in the absence of shared experiences with or understandings 
about the assessments? How do teachers balance the demands of high-stakes testing with 
students’ unique needs? How do individual teachers’ writing knowledge and writing identities 
inform their assessment of writing? These are questions that will be pursued in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 
Teacher Agency in Implementation of the Adams School Writing Initiative 
Next, I answer the third set of research questions posed in this dissertation: “How do 
Adams English teachers describe their implementation of the writing initiative? How do they 
understand its impact on their practice and their students?” In prior chapters, I examined how the 
writing initiative was taken up at the school and department levels. In this chapter, I move to the 
classroom level, analyzing the influence of the initiative on teachers’ writing instruction. These 
research questions reflect my sense that, problematically, classroom instruction has remained a 
“black box” in the education reform literature, despite widespread acknowledgment that 
teachers’ instructional choices play a central role in the success or failure of reform 
implementation (Correnti & Rowan, 2007; McLaughlin, 2013; Tyack & Cuban, 1995). This 
chapter relies on data from a series of think aloud protocols in which my three key English 
teacher informants – Tess (8th grade), Jaclyn (10th grade), and Mike (11th grade) – were asked to 
verbalize their thinking as they provided feedback on students’ writing initiative assessments. I 
also include data from ten interviews conducted at the beginning and end of the school year with 
each of these teachers and with Amy and Dana, both ninth-grade teachers and department 
leaders, foregrounding their positionality as classroom teachers rather than school leaders. 
In this chapter, I use the word “implementation” to mean how the writing initiative was 
taken up in individual teachers’ practice in two ways: classroom instruction (based on their 
descriptions during the interviews) and writing feedback (based on their think aloud responses). I 
argue that teachers relied on two dimensions of their professional knowledge, what I term their 
“reform knowledge” and their “relational knowledge,” to exercise agency in implementation. My 
argument integrates ideas from Spillane et al.’s sense-making framework (2002) and Wenger’s 
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notion of communities of practice (1998). I start from the sociocultural premise uniting these two 
theories: that human beings both influence and are influenced by their environment. As I have 
already demonstrated, environmental factors greatly shape human cognition. At the same time, 
environments reflect the changing influence of human action and interaction over time. By 
shaping cognition, the structures through which we work and material and cultural resources we 
have access to within these structures determine our choices for action – in other words, our 
opportunities to exercise agency, the outcome of which also reshapes cognition. As Biesta and 
Tedder (2007) explain, “Actors always act by means of their environment rather than simply in 
their environment. The achievement of agency will always result in the interplay of individual 
efforts, available resources, and contextual and structural factors as they come together in 
particular and always unique situations” (p. 137). That is, possibilities for agentive action can be 
understood as interplay between individual cognition and the conditions surrounding the action. 
In what follows, I show that particularized professional knowledge is a key resource 
teachers use to enact agency in reform implementation. First, I theorize two particularized 
dimensions of teachers’ professional knowledge at play in the writing initiative. Then, I show 
how teachers acted on this knowledge in different ways via five implementation strategies, which 
they used to align the initiative with their classroom writing instruction. Finally, I demonstrate 
how teachers acted on this knowledge in similar ways through their feedback on writing, which 
they leveraged to prepare students for high-stakes assessments. I suggest that teachers achieved a 
higher level of agency in their instruction than in their feedback because there was more space 
for them to act on their particularized knowledge in their own classrooms than in the 
standardized assessments. Overall, these findings illustrate how possibilities for teacher agency 
in reform implementation are constituted by the institutional and policy context. 
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Teachers’ Professional Knowledge for Writing 
A long history of research on teacher knowledge (e.g. Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999; 
Fenstermacher, 1994) offers little consensus on what constitutes a professional knowledge base 
for teaching (Russ, Sherin, & Sherin, 2016). Teachers’ professional knowledge has been said to 
include, for example, general pedagogical knowledge, content knowledge, pedagogical content 
knowledge, and personal practical knowledge (e.g. Clandinin, 1985; Shulman, 1987). Wenger’s 
(1998) theory holds that professional knowledge is collective in nature, constructed in 
communities of practice like secondary school departments (McGregor, 2004; Siskin, 1991) and 
embedded in a group’s shared practices as they develop over time. By contrast, sense-making 
(Spillane et al., 2002) reveals that collective knowledge is filtered through individual cognition 
as it transfers to the classroom, suggesting that differences in professional knowledge may 
explain variation in implementation. Both lenses highlight professional knowledge as situated, 
reflecting teachers’ unique experiences and the constraints of the work environment. 
In this section, I argue that teachers in this study drew on two larger aspects of their 
professional knowledge to implement the writing initiative at their school: their “reform 
knowledge” and their “relational knowledge.” Teachers’ reform knowledge encompassed 
understanding the demands of particular reform mandates and the obstacles they presented for 
students. Teachers’ relational knowledge included knowledge about their students’ needs and 
how to build relationships with students. Both of these were particularized, informed by 
teachers’ individual experiences in the classroom, and therefore varied from teacher to teacher. 
As I show later, they also bounded possibilities for agentive action within the classroom. 
Teachers’ Reform Knowledge 
In what follows, I discuss an aspect of teachers’ professional knowledge that has not been 
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widely explored, which I term “reform knowledge.” This knowledge included teachers’ general 
knowledge about the larger policy context and the demands of reform mandates in relation to the 
skills and content of their discipline, as well as particularized knowledge about the challenges 
these mandates presented for students. To theorize this concept, I turn to one aspect of teachers’ 
reform knowledge, their knowledge of standardized writing assessments. As I argue later, 
teachers drew on this knowledge to exercise agency in implementing the writing initiative, 
choosing instructional strategies to circumvent the negative influences of the assessments. 
Every participating teacher identified disconnects between their classroom writing 
instruction and the standardized assessments used for the writing initiative. The similarities in 
teachers’ views are interesting, given the differences in the particular writing tasks for the 
various assessments teachers used. Teachers often described the writing task as “inauthentic,” 
indicating they understood that test-based writing did not carry much instructional value. As 
Jaclyn stated, “We don’t write like that in class.” Taking up the familiar departmental discourse 
of “real world” skills, Mike reflected on the SAT writing prompt, saying, “I don’t know how 
many jobs that are out there where you really have to write, assimilate data, and write on such a 
deadline.” And Amy characterized MCAS writing as “really a test genre. You don’t ever write 
open responses except on assessments.” She reported that MCAS writing had been a major focus 
at her old school, which was in turn-around status, echoing findings that standardized 
assessments heavily influence writing instruction at schools under major accountability pressures 
(e.g. McCarthey, 2008). Jaclyn also framed test-based writing as its own genre: 
I tell [students] that MCAS, PARCC, it’s a genre. Sometimes you have to learn how to do 
it. It’s not even really about what you write. It’s about, did you fit it into the criteria that 
they wanted. I really try to make that apparent for them, that it’s a particular type of 
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writing that you have to learn how to do for the purpose that is assigned to you. 
Jaclyn encouraged students to approach the writing assessments strategically, as a pragmatic 
exercise in giving test makers what they wanted. Importantly, teachers shared the same criticisms 
regardless of the particular prompts. Their responses capture how the decontextualized nature of 
the high-stakes testing scenario, which lacks an authentic audience or purpose, engenders a 
writing experience that is not meaningful for students. These findings also beg questions about 
whether any on-demand assessment can truly measure writing proficiency. 
 All the teachers I interviewed also mentioned the difficult language of the writing 
prompts. They saw this as a barrier preventing students from comprehending the writing task. 
For example, Jaclyn referred three times to the “ethereal” wording of the MCAS prompts: 
There are many things wrong with the prompts. But what’s really tricky is the language 
of the prompts is so ethereal that kids wrote about really poor choices in books, or didn’t 
know what to write about at all. Nothing matters if they don’t understand the prompt. 
As Jaclyn saw it, because students misinterpreted the prompts, their responses did not accurately 
reflect their skills as writers. Across her classes, Jaclyn identified a drop off in performance on 
one particular assessment that she felt presented a vocabulary issue for students: “The prompt 
threw kids off. They don’t know the difference between ‘literal’ and ‘figurative,’ so when they 
had to choose a battle, they knew theoretically what they had to do, but actually identifying 
something that was a battle – that analysis was just not sound.” Jaclyn perceived that the prompt 
incorporated unfamiliar vocabulary requiring students to work at a high level of abstraction, 
which made it difficult for them to translate their analytical abilities to their writing. 
As this example suggests, Jaclyn was also concerned that students did not know the 
“right” books to choose for the MCAS. She saw that cultural bias existed here. “These prompts 
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are written for people who read and remember what they read,” she said. “When I read each 
question, I say, ‘Ah, I know what book I would choose,’ but I am also a good reader and I am a 
native English speaker. A lot of my kids hate reading.” Jaclyn felt her students “just didn’t have 
the foundation in reading literature to pick something that they could write about well.” She 
often commented on books being “good choices” – like The Giver – or “bad choices” – like a 
novel based on the video game Angry Birds. Jaclyn’s statements beg questions about whether 
students were struggling with the assessment because they were not “readers,” or because they 
did not read the kinds of things valued by MCAS scorers. While Jaclyn occasionally framed 
students’ reading abilities in deficit terms, her comments offer a particular insight about the 
nature of standardized writing assessments reflecting her own experiences of schooling as a 
Black woman. She recognized that standardized assessments favor a narrow range of literacy 
practices valued by the dominant culture, and took seriously her responsibility to help students 
access this culture. Her perspective highlights the point that students’ performance was more 
attributable to the nature of the prompt than to their innate writing abilities. 
 Tess also described the language of the PARCC as problematic, for different reasons. She 
felt that the literary terminology used in the prompt was developmentally inappropriate: 
The prompt is “How do these differences in points of view create tension in both 
stories?” So they need to be able to identify the different point of views from both 
narratives and how the point of view from the narrator differs from the parent, and then 
how that contributes to the conflict. It’s too many layers. It’s very convoluted. 
She referred to the prompt variously as “difficult,” “unclear,” “awkward,” and “a loaded 
question.” She noted that many students misunderstood or oversimplified the question by 
classifying point of view. “They tried,” she said, “but when they saw point of view, they just 
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starting talking about, ‘Point of view is this. I know it’s first person, because she uses I.’ I’m 
like, dude, that’s not what the question is asking.” Tess found the literary knowledge required by 
the PARCC to be “super abstract” and unrealistic for her eighth graders. That is, the expectations 
underlying the assessment were different from what she thought was appropriate for her students. 
Despite the fact that Tess described explicitly teaching students literary terms like “conflict” and 
“point of view,” her students struggled to transfer this knowledge to the testing scenario. This 
example captures how teachers’ professional knowledge, based on lived experiences in the 
classroom, does not always align with that of policymakers and test developers. It begs larger 
questions about who is best positioned to determine what students must know and be able to do, 
suggesting that teachers have access to an essential type of knowledge that policymakers do not. 
Teachers saw the MCAS prompt as less rigorous than the PARCC prompt because it 
focused solely on writing. Amy described conversations with students about the MCAS: 
I was trying to emphasize that on the day of the long comp, you’re stretching your 
writing muscles. They care so little about the text that they’re letting you choose it. They 
don’t care about your reading. They care about your writing about your reading. 
Amy’s statement offers an interesting counterpoint to Jaclyn’s concerns with the MCAS prompt, 
which suggested that it was in fact a reading task – and a problematic one, both in terms of the 
challenges presented by the prompt’s language and the cultural biases implicit in book selection. 
While there are clearly reading skills at stake in the PARCC and SAT writing tasks, the reading 
components of the MCAS are secondary and subtle. Indeed, the lack of explicitness around the 
MCAS writing task disadvantages students who are unfamiliar with the discourses and practices 
privileged in these tests. On this matter, the differences in perspectives between Amy, a White 
woman, and Jaclyn, a Black woman, are telling. As an insider to the dominant culture, Amy took 
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for granted the reading demands implicit in the prompt because they were accessible to her and 
consistent with her own experiences of schooling. Jaclyn, on the other hand, as an outsider to the 
dominant culture, recognized the language as an obstacle and a barrier for diverse students.  
Every teacher interviewed also raised issues with the time constraints of the writing task. 
They found on-demand writing performance depended heavily on factors other than students’ 
writing abilities, and all identified students who could have done better given longer. Mike said, 
One issue is time management. The tricky thing, it’s the nature of the writing prompts, is 
that to some degree it’s a performance task. We say we are evaluating their writing, but 
we’re really evaluating a performance task, which is a pretty flawed model, I think. 
Here, Mike suggests that, due to the time constraints, the tests measured something like 
executive functioning, rather than writing. Performance depended heavily on how much practice 
students had with on-demand writing. Teachers talked about this in physical terms, as something 
students needed to build endurance for. Amy described it as “a stamina thing. By the time they 
get to the second half of the essay, they’re pooping out.” Tess found a “direct correlation” with 
the time constraint and poor performance on the exam, noting “These kids would’ve been able to 
produce so much more if it had been untimed.” She described on-demand writing as “writing for 
survival.” Teachers identified factors such as testing anxiety and the student’s mood on the test 
day that strongly influenced performance. They also saw students’ capacity for typing or 
handwriting as a barrier to producing the writing output required. Importantly, the nature of the 
assessment made it impossible to determine which of these factors were at play for students. 
For some teachers, the on-demand nature of the writing task conflicted with their 
classroom writing instruction, which emphasized writing as a process. At four different points, 
Jaclyn discussed how the assessment encouraged students to disregard effective pre-writing 
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strategies. “I have had kids who normally rewrite everything, make a draft or an outline. I 
wonder how much better they would do if they had time for all that. I would love them to outline 
first or do a brain-storming map,” she said. Jaclyn also believed the time constraints encouraged 
formulaic writing: “They just start writing because they know they have to. It’s so mechanical. 
There’s no heart in it. They’re talking about books that they love but they can’t really show their 
knowledge of the book.” That is, the “mechanical” approach required by the testing scenario 
drove students to disengage from both the writing process and the literature they were reading. 
Additionally, Jaclyn understood the MCAS to measure students’ memory as much as 
their writing skills. She said, “It’s a lot to ask them to recall a book they read maybe a long time 
ago, depending on when they encountered something that works for the prompt.” She also felt 
that the time constraints caused students to panic about choosing a book. Evidence of students’ 
faulty memories was readily apparent in their writing, as the details they recalled were often 
inaccurate. For example, one student wrote an entire essay about a text she identified as The 
Giver, although she clearly meant To Kill a Mockingbird. The notion of writing literary analysis 
entirely from memory is antithetical to the emphasis on close textual reading and the formalist 
approaches that dominate in secondary classrooms and are privileged in the CCSS (Coleman & 
Pimentel, 2012). It also further disadvantages multilingual students and students with disabilities. 
Overall, this study suggests that teachers’ understandings about the challenges and 
limitations of standardized writing assessments constituted an important dimension of their 
professional knowledge. These examples illustrate how teachers’ “reform knowledge” was 
multi-faceted. It included viewing on-demand writing as a “test genre” with a special 
significance in the policy environment. It encompassed recognizing the obstacles the assessments 
presented for their students, such as the language of the prompts and the culturally-specific 
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nature of the writing tasks, and how the assessments fit or did not fit with classroom instruction. 
It also involved thinking critically about what the assessments were actually measuring, which in 
many cases was not writing at all. As I show later, teachers relied on this knowledge to exercise 
agency in writing initiative implementation. Such knowledge allowed them to make choices 
about how they would interpret and act on student performance on the assessments and devise 
instruction to equip students with the skills they felt they needed to succeed on the assessments. 
Teachers’ Relational Knowledge 
 The second aspect of teachers’ professional knowledge that factored centrally in writing 
initiative implementation is what I term “relational knowledge.” This concept is informed by 
what Shulman (1987) identified as knowledge of learners and their characteristics. However, my 
analysis suggests that this knowledge is particular, rather than technical and generalizable, as 
Shulman describes it. In what follows, I show that teachers’ understandings about students were 
filtered through their classroom context and what their experiences told them about their students 
as unique learners and people. I theorize “relational knowledge” through discussions of how 
teachers identified students’ academic needs and how they built relationships with students. As I 
show later, teachers relied on this knowledge to make agentive choices about use of instructional 
strategies in implementing the writing initiative. 
Students’ academic needs. The first component of teachers’ relational knowledge was 
an awareness of students’ academic needs. Teachers identified many writing-related needs that 
were particular to their classroom and individual students. The middle school teachers 
consistently emphasized that students needed more practice with on-demand writing. Amy stated 
that “kids really need regular opportunities to write on demand.” Tess agreed: 
I think that every kid really needs a certain amount of preparation before [the PARCC] 
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and they really, really, really need to be reminded, “These are the things that you need to 
do. Here, let’s do a practice drill beforehand.” I didn’t do that. I didn’t practice timed 
writing with them. I’m actually not really good about that, to be honest. 
Teachers recognized that many students, especially middle school students, had little experience 
with on-demand writing. However, teachers did not always practice timed writing with students. 
Tess’s statement that she was “not good about it” suggests that she saw preparing students for the 
test as an ethical imperative and important responsibility. Interestingly, in a different interview, 
Tess expressed the view that focusing on meaningful writing experiences would prepare students 
for the PARCC assessment better than taking practice exams would. This attitude was common 
among participants in this study, indicating they felt their own writing instruction was more 
robust than test preparation and that their instruction transcended the requirements of high-stakes 
exams. In some senses, the high performance of students at a selective school like Adams may 
have bolstered these views, allowing teachers the latitude not to focus on test preparation. 
All teachers identified the need to explicitly build students’ awareness of test-taking 
skills, despite this laissez-faire attitude. However, different teachers focused on different skills. 
Jaclyn frequently emphasized helping students break down writing prompts because she felt that 
students did not understand directions. She saw this as a reading issue, and suggested that the 
writing prompts should be formatted in order to build students’ comprehension of the task: 
Visually, they need it presented differently, like in bolded words, or in color, something 
that shows them what they need to do. They just don’t have the decoding skills that I feel 
like they should have at this point in their academic career. They need something to be 
bold for them to pay attention to it, even if it’s like a number. Like things we would know 
to look for in our writing as experienced readers, they don’t do that. 
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This excerpt captures Jaclyn’s belief that her students were not doing things that “experienced” 
readers do routinely. What she calls “decoding” does not fit the technical definition of decoding 
as identifying letter-sound correspondences. Rather, it encompasses something closer to 
attentiveness in reading. The solution she proposes is to design assessment materials to scaffold 
students’ comprehension, placing the onus on the test designer – whether the testing company or 
Jaclyn herself – to accommodate students’ poor “decoding skills.” Again, this example illustrates 
how success on the assessment depended on students’ reading skills. It also underscores Jaclyn’s 
knowledge that students’ writing skills can be bolstered through carefully-designed writing 
prompts, confirming findings in the literature on writing assessment (e.g. Friedman, 2000). 
Teachers also identified the need to build students’ motivation to write. There was a 
collective sense that students at Adams were a hard-working bunch. In Mike’s words, they 
“would meet you halfway, at least.” Jaclyn described “manipulating the competitive spirit” of 
her students, indicating that they were highly motivated and enjoyed competition. However, 
teachers recognized that students’ attitudes about the writing initiative did not reflect this 
intrinsic motivation. When asked to characterize student response to the initiative, many teachers 
indicated that students did not take it seriously or found it boring and disconnected from other 
things they were doing in class. Amy described “eye-rolling.” Each teacher gave examples of 
students who finished with the writing prompts as quickly as possible or were sleeping during 
the test, recognizing that students did not find the experience meaningful or engaging. Tess 
commented that her students had come to dread the literary analysis task on the PARCC because 
of its difficulty. She expressed frustration about how standardized testing had stymied students’ 
natural love of reading, stating, “If you kill the enjoyment of the reading, you’ve completely lost 
them.” Overall, teachers found practice with high-stakes writing assessments was not motivating, 
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as it encouraged, in Dana’s words, an “I’m going to fail” attitude rather than boosting students’ 
confidence. These examples offer some explanation as to why teachers did not engage students 
in practice tests as often as they felt they “should” have. 
Students’ disengagement with the writing initiative highlighted for teachers the need to 
foster motivation to write. Dana commented that, as a result of the writing initiative, “teachers 
realized they needed to invest more in what they were doing in class to make it meaningful for 
students.” Students’ motivation was also directly tied to teachers’ engagement. As Dana said, 
“There has to be engagement across the school. If there’s disengagement anywhere, I don't think 
kids get excited.” Mike echoed this: “It has got to be a passionate experience for teachers for it to 
be a passionate experience for students.” That is, increasing students’ motivation to write 
required building teachers’ excitement about their own writing instruction. As discussed in 
Chapter 4, there was widespread lack of teacher engagement in the writing initiative, largely 
because teachers did not see it as meaningful for students. In other words, motivation worked in 
both directions – students’ engagement depended on teachers’ investment in the initiative at the 
same time that teachers’ attitudes about the initiative reflected their perceptions of its value for 
students. The same could be said for writing instruction more generally. 
Additionally, teachers expressed awareness of the needs of their ELL students. Every 
participant indicated that while on paper they did not have a high number of ELLs in their 
classes, there was a high amount of linguistic diversity at Adams. Jaclyn observed, “Even if our 
kids aren’t listed as it, half my AP class is [native Spanish speakers]. In my sixth period class, all 
but two kids out of 30 raised their hands and said that they or their parent was born in another 
country.” This illustrates how teachers relied on their own understandings of students’ language 
backgrounds rather than identifications provided by the school. It underscores once again that 
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official policy stipulations often differed from what teachers knew to be true based on their own 
experience in the classroom. Teachers also identified specific challenges around grammar and 
mechanics faced by ELLs. A typical example, this one from Tess, looked as follows: 
This student wrote, “What do you think of when I ask you is being selfish good? Most 
people would say no, and it is true, but also not true.” And that’s not the worst. He’s 
Chinese and he uses kind of vague language. But he’s actually really great with verbs. 
Mike also highlighted verb tense as problematic for his ELLs collectively, saying, “I don’t know 
if it’s that they don’t know, or they just forget to double check. I could ask them, you know, ‘Is it 
“She run” or “She runs?”’ They will be like, ‘Oh, “She runs.”’ So they can, if I help talk them 
through it, they can find it.” Jaclyn saw the need to build the complexity of ELLs’ writing though 
variation in sentence structure and vocabulary. She observed, 
Collectively, one thing [ELLs] need support with is the structure of how they express 
their ideas. Simple sentences get the point across. But we as readers perceive something 
to be better writing if there’s more variety in how the ideas are expressed. Part of that is 
vocabulary. They need a word bank to express their ideas in more interesting ways. 
These examples show that teachers’ knowledge about the needs of ELLs included understanding 
students’ particular language backgrounds and the aspects of language they found problematic, 
and awareness of how native English speakers would perceive their language choices. 
 However, teachers also indicated that they struggled to address the needs of ELLs in their 
instruction. Indeed, these examples cast doubt on teachers’ understandings about effective 
writing instruction for multilingual students. Mike’s strategy of helping students “talk through it” 
effectively involved asking students to identify and fix their own grammar “problems.” Jaclyn 
was most candid that she felt unprepared to teach writing to ELLs. She admitted, 
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I have no idea how to make the content more accessible in terms of their writing. I feel 
like before the ideas can get out, there is just so much I need to work with them on in 
terms of just articulating those ideas to understand what they’re thinking. That is really 
challenging to me and I worry that I’m not serving them the way I should. 
Furthermore, Jaclyn stated, “I don’t know that I’ve been given much support with how to make 
that happen in the classroom.” She expressed frustration that she did have pertinent information 
from ELL specialists, recalling, “We were told last year that we would be given snapshots of all 
of our students. I ended up writing my own, because I never got them. I need them so that I’m 
providing them the services they deserve.” Jaclyn was far more candid about her struggles with 
ELLs than the other participating teachers. This may reflect her status as a novice teacher who 
welcomed support, her personal tendency towards openness and vulnerability, or her own 
experiences of schooling as a culturally and linguistically diverse student. However, her 
statements capture the challenges faced by all teachers of multilingual students. They also 
underscore a disconnect between teachers’ capacity to identify students’ needs and their capacity 
to address these needs in instruction, which necessitated additional support.  
This disconnect notwithstanding, teachers expressed a shared commitment to making 
sure their ELLs succeeded. Mike reported focusing his efforts on ELL students who scored 
poorly on the assessments. He said the following about working with one ELL student, Eric: 
I had to push him, but he was [a low score], so I was forcing the effort. I was specifically 
pulling [the low scorers] more than anybody else. I was focusing my attention on them. It 
was kind of helpful in that sense. I knew who I wanted to give the extra attention. 
As Mike exemplifies, one use of the writing initiative was as a screening measure to help 
identify the students who needed the most support. In other words, performance on the writing 
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initiative correlated with how much support teachers perceived students deserved. Interestingly, 
the support Mike provided was motivational in nature – “forcing the effort.” This suggests that 
he saw the need as affective and emotional, rather than related to the student’s writing abilities. 
 Finally, all teachers interviewed expressed commitment to teaching the students in front 
of them. They stressed the importance of flexibility in addressing students’ needs. Jaclyn said, “I 
just do what I see they need. If I see an issue with capitalization, we address it, or punctuation, 
we address it.” Jaclyn’s use of the word “we” frames this as a collaborative effort between her 
and her students. Similarly, in discussing her plans for the writing initiative, she stated: 
I can honestly say that I’ll keep doing what I have been doing, which is seeing what my 
kids need and correcting those things, because this will help them become better writers, 
and hopefully when they are confronted with something else they need to do, someone 
can see what they don’t have and use what they do to help them figure it out. 
Unlike Mike, who talked about the writing initiative as a tool enabling him to identify students’ 
needs more clearly, Jaclyn perceived it as a barrier to her own instructional responsibility of 
“seeing what my kids needs and correcting those things.” Importantly, she could not address 
students’ needs on her own, but depended on other teachers to “see what they don’t have” and 
figure out how to address these needs. Although employing a corrective frame, here she also 
implied in a reflective and visionary sense that this was a responsibility shared by all teachers. 
 Teachers recognized that having the flexibility to address students’ needs meant that 
writing instruction looked different from teacher to teacher. Jaclyn reflected, “I wouldn’t want as 
a teacher to feel like I have to use this prompt if I’ve been doing something else with my students 
which is likely just as valuable.” She acknowledged the need for autonomy in order to meet 
students’ needs, indicating that it was “only fair” for teachers to teach things in ways that made 
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sense to them. Similarly, Mike stated, “Obviously there needs to be some supervision and 
guidance and agreement that some general things are important. But when it gets to the point of 
having to be on the same page every day, it takes too much out of it.” Mike suggested that 
uniform teaching requirements undercut teachers’ commitments to meeting students’ needs. A 
culture of standardization “takes too much out of it” – for teachers, in terms of their passion for 
what they are teaching, and for students, who are not served by a one-size-fits-all curriculum. 
Overall, these examples demonstrate how reform agendas can conflict with teachers’ own 
knowledge and belief systems. They suggest that reform mandates often dismiss or contradict 
teachers’ particularized understandings about their students, since these assumptions are 
premised on different ideas about students’ needs than what teachers know from their experience 
in the classroom. The teachers in this study were driven by a sense of responsibility to teach the 
students in front of them. However, the requirements of the writing initiative undercut teachers’ 
commitments to engaging and supporting diverse learners. This points to a dilemma underlying 
many education reforms about whose knowledge and expertise is valued – who is in the best 
position to identify students’ needs and how to address them. As I have argued, practitioner 
knowledge continues to be excluded from the policy conversation. These examples capture the 
difficult balancing act required of teachers in order to reconcile administrative mandates with 
their own professional knowledge and instructional goals. While teaching students how to write 
effectively is unquestionably in their best interest, what these participants reveal is that teachers’ 
definitions of good writing may contrast with that of policymakers, and problematically so. 
Building relationships with students. The second component of teachers’ relational 
knowledge was an awareness of how to build relationships with students. This encompassed 
knowledge of how to engage students and an understanding of students’ lives outside of the 
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classroom. In what follows, I offer a contextualized example from each key informant. 
 As a White male who had been teaching for 14 years, Mike was a visible representation 
of the dominant culture of schooling. He taught upperclassmen and was strongly committed to 
developing students’ autonomy. He also felt outnumbered by his large class sizes. “I’m just one 
guy with 120 students,” he said. Thus, he expected students to take the initiative to seek out his 
help. He addressed one student’s writing assignment saying, “Dude, if you don’t want my help, I 
got lots of people who do. I’m not gonna beat my head against the wall.” In spite of this tough-
love approach, Mike valued his students as individuals. He began each think aloud with detailed 
descriptions of each student, saying “I’ll start with personality because that’s how I tend to think 
about them first, as people.” In this vein, he privileged teacher-designed writing assessments as 
tools that allowed him to build relationships with students and connect to their life experiences. 
One example is illustrative of the ways in which Mike built relationships with students 
through teacher-designed assessments. He spoke at length about teaching Viktor Frankl’s Man’s 
Search for Meaning, which had fostered a “level of community building and sharing that was 
really powerful.” He described a poster and presentation on this book from one student: 
Students chose to talk about how they find meaning in their lives through surviving a 
difficult situation. She got up there, and she talked about an experience she had in 5th 
grade, and she sobbed. This was this girl who had been quiet all year, but because of the 
prompting of this project and what she put into it, she totally opened up. 
And speaking about another poster, he said “Up there, that’s a Rest in Peace. This kid’s friend 
had been killed. It all came out because of this book and this project.” It is difficult to gauge 
from this description the exact context around the student’s sobbing, and it is worth considering 
whether what Mike perceived as “opening up” could have been an uncomfortable or traumatic 
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moment for the student, and how gender dynamics played out here. However, these examples 
capture key dimensions of Mike’s approach to relationship building. He anchored discussions in 
a shared reading experience. He built choice into his assignments. He also allowed students to 
use a medium other than print text to tell their stories. Mike’s description shows that there is 
power in teacher-designed assessments which are responsive to students’ needs, “opening up” 
space for students to connect with peers and for teachers to access students’ lived experiences. 
 As a young, Black, female teacher, Jaclyn’s positionality was different from Mike’s and 
closer to that of her diverse students. Her self-described “rapport” with students came from her 
trustworthiness and her identity as a woman of color. She often described discussions with 
students that were marked with explicitness, what she referred to four times as “transparency,” 
and being “real.” She quoted one student as saying, “‘Ms. Greene, everyday it’s straight facts. 
You just spit straight facts.’ I was like, ‘Honestly guys, some of these things you just know.’” 
This statement illustrates how Jaclyn built relationships with students as a cultural insider, by 
telling things like they were and acknowledging the reality of their shared social situations. 
 One anecdote captures how dimensions of Jaclyn’s knowledge for relationship building 
related to her particular identity. She recounted a conversation with her sophomores as follows: 
Today we were talking. They were like, “We were told in guidance if someone hits you, 
don’t hit them back, because then you get suspended, too.” I said, “Let me just tell you 
something, and I could probably get in trouble for this. If someone hits you, you do what 
you need to do to get away safely. That might mean throwing a punch back so you can 
run. If it’s your physical wellbeing – like if you feel like your life is truly in jeopardy – 
you don’t sit there and let someone hurt you.” I would never tell a kid that, because God 
forbid something awful happens and they were like, “Well, I was told not to fight back.” 
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This example is striking as an instance of how Jaclyn “kept it real” with students and of how the 
culture of schooling can run counter to students’ lived experiences. Contrasting the guidance 
counselors’ expectations, Jaclyn recognized the reality that her students faced and privileged 
their safety over adherence to school rules, even though she could “probably get in trouble” for 
it. This quote captures the candor and pragmatism that characterized Jaclyn’s instruction. As she 
explained, “We have conversations like that often. They have a lot of questions, and I feel like, 
how can you even talk about thesis statements when there’s all this other stuff?” Jaclyn’s 
knowledge for building relationships was grounded in her position as a cultural insider. This is 
not to essentialize or to suggest that, because Jaclyn was the same race as many of her students, 
their perspectives were the same. However, she had experienced schooling in the same district, 
as a student of color. This insider knowledge led her to prioritize the teaching of writing as 
secondary to her responsibility for students’ physical and emotional wellbeing. 
 Tess took her own approach to building relationships with students by crafting shared 
writing experiences. A White teacher who had been teaching for 10 years, Tess self-identified as 
a writer. She used her own writing to help students understand her better as a person and to build 
their writerly identities. She said, “I always emphasize with my students that by publishing, even 
if it’s just an email, you are a writer. Every single one of my students knows they are writers, and 
I’m a writer.” Tess’s interest in writing stemmed from a blog she started early in her teaching 
career to deal with a terrible break-up. “It came from a place of deep pain,” she said, “but I had 
so much to say, and it helped that pain alleviate, because I couldn’t talk about those things out 
loud.” That is, Tess used writing to make her private experiences public. She relied on writing to 
cultivate her own vulnerability, looking to her audience to affirm her thoughts and emotions. 
Tess’s writerly identity informed how she shared writing with students. She saw value in 
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modeling her own process and the struggles she faced as a writer. She believed that revealing 
personal information through writing enabled her to make deeper connections with students: 
They would just be like, “Oh my God, that’s you!” or “That was your mom!” All these 
things. And I think that personal aspect of being a teacher and sharing that stuff makes 
the kids so vested. Because they see me as a real person. I’ll be in the middle of reading it 
with them, I’ll read it out loud to them and I’ll see a typo, and it’s like hey, that’s ok. 
Through transparency about her own writing challenges, Tess normalized struggle as part of the 
writing process and motivated students in their writing. Tess captures how teachers’ writing can 
be a powerful tool for relationship building, allowing them to model positive writing identities 
and create the classroom as a safe space for the sharing of processes, ideas, and experiences. 
“Once you try it, it’s kind of like skydiving, you’re like, ‘This is awesome!’” she concluded. 
 As these three examples illustrate, teachers used writing in different ways to connect with 
students’ experiences. However, the teachers also drew from their own experiences of schooling 
to build relationships with students. All teachers frequently made reference to particular events 
or moments in their trajectory of schooling that shaped their writing instruction. Making these 
connections was a vehicle for building empathy for students. Mike recalled reading The 
Outsiders and being amazed when he “started to see [the author’s] style come out in [his] own 
writing.” And when asked what made for effective professional learning, Tess stated, “It usually 
involves an authentic task, something a student would do, going through the motion of what a 
student feels like from beginning to end.” In this vein, she described a PD she had once attended: 
We had to take this writing test. We didn't know it was gonna happen. The whole time it 
was just like, “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Then she said, “Okay. Clear your desk. Here’s a piece 
of paper and a pencil.” I read that prompt, and I was back in eleventh grade. My heart 
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was pounding. Even though it sucked to have to sit there and write it, I think that in 
everything after that, I was a better learner at that moment in the PD. 
This example illustrates how teachers often focused on the emotional impact of their own 
experiences as students, rather than the content. By simulating a high-stakes testing scenario, this 
PD session helped Tess understand the testing anxiety many of her students may have felt. It also 
made the rest of the PD session more meaningful for her, shifting her from a state of 
disengagement to being a “better learner.” As she described, “It wakes you up to that whole 
memory. There’s nothing like that feeling of being back, the little student again.” Through this 
simulation, the test-taking experience became something she understood at an affective level. 
This example is especially powerful given that Tess, like many teachers, grew up before the era 
of high-stakes testing, without a frame of reference for this now universal student experience. 
Jaclyn drew directly from her own student experience in designing writing instruction. 
She made frequent reference to her time as a student at another special-admissions school in the 
district. In one typical instance, she empathized with students about sharing writing. 
I really have a lot of compassion for the kids when they are like, “I don’t want to share 
this.” And I try to make sure there is an opportunity to share with one person, and then 
say, “Okay, so share something that you or your partner thought.” Because I know what 
that feels like. Like I used to shake, actually. And like my skin would get very hot and I 
would feel faint at the idea of having to read anything I wrote in school. 
Jaclyn’s memory is rendered bodily, as a physical reaction of stress and anxiety. She does not 
include details about what she wrote, but the physiology of the experience has not been 
forgotten. This example contrasts starkly with Tess’s description of “skydiving”; Jaclyn saw 
sharing writing as more traumatic than thrilling. It also illustrates how Jaclyn designed her 
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instruction in a way that was sensitive to students who may have had similar anxieties. 
 Jaclyn’s recollections often revealed how her experiences of schooling were shaped by 
her racial identity. For instance, she offered an anecdote about how the administrator of the state 
certification test for teaching Latin would not give her the exam because he “really thought it 
wasn’t my exam” – implying he had assumed a Black woman would not be studying the classics. 
She also detailed her own struggles with content-area reading: 
I say that as a student, I remember, I still have nightmares about high school now. When I 
think about a word problem, I’m just like – I wish someone had actually taught us how to 
decode these and analyze them and treated it like the genre that it is, rather than asking 
like, “Are you stupid? Like, can’t you read?” Which was my experience. 
These examples illustrate how dimensions of the curriculum were denied to Jaclyn, contributing 
to negative assumptions about her academic skills and teachers’ lowered expectations. As a 
result of this racial bias, Jaclyn described the sense of self-doubt she had about her own writing, 
indicating that she tended to second-guess other people’s estimation of her abilities: 
People think I am a great writer and I wonder what’s wrong with them, because I don’t 
think that I’m that good. I wonder to what extent am I good writer. Like, are you thinking 
this person who I don’t expect to be able to write a sentence without slanging it is able to 
produce something that does not have slang in it? 
Such lowered expectations and cultural stereotypes heavily influenced Jaclyn’s sense of self-
efficacy as a writer. Of all participants, she was the only one who resisted characterizing herself 
as a “writer.” Although she had gotten “very good at writing what people want to read,” she 
found little enjoyment in writing. She also stated that she was cautious in complementing 
students on their writing in ways that would seem disingenuous or patronizing. Jaclyn’s race was 
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a determinative factor in all the experiences of schooling she described. She indicated that, over 
time, this had worn her down. “I’ve just had so many experiences like these in my life, I’m just 
naturally cautious,” she said. These examples offer a sobering perspective on the way students of 
color – even high-achieving students at competitive schools – experience writing instruction and 
schooling in general. They also offer a foundation for understanding how Jaclyn related to her 
students and her commitment to making the hidden curriculum explicit for them. 
Much has been written about the “apprenticeship of observation,” Lortie’s (1975) now 
commonplace idea that a unique feature of the teaching profession is that everyone has personal 
insight into the teacher role through their own time in school. Often, the assumption is that 
novice teachers imitate the teacher role as they experienced it, reinforcing a conservatism in 
teaching and the status quo of schooling. While this is a valid critique, my analysis illustrates that 
the “apprenticeship of observation” is also a powerful vehicle for developing teachers’ relational 
knowledge. This study suggests that an important dimension of this “apprenticeship” involves 
understanding the teacher role from the student perspective – how teachers’ language and actions 
shape the student experience. These teachers’ own memories of school fueled their ability to 
empathize with students. By putting themselves in students’ positions, they were able recognize 
students’ struggles, identify the supports they required, and make personal connections. As I 
demonstrate next, this relational knowledge was a source of teacher autonomy, informing the 
choices teachers made in their classroom instruction when implementing the writing initiative. 
Teachers’ Writing Instruction 
 In the prior section, I theorized two prominent dimensions of teachers’ professional 
knowledge, their “reform knowledge” and their “relational knowledge.” In this section, I show 
how this knowledge was put into action through five instructional strategies teachers used to 
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exercise agency in implementation of the writing initiative: framing, breaking down the writing 
task, use of exemplars, scaffolding, and altering testing conditions. I argue that teachers made 
autonomous choices about which instructional strategies to use based on their particularized 
knowledge. As a result, teachers’ use of strategies varied widely. Even when they used the same 
strategies, teachers often articulated different reasons for doing so. Despite this variation, 
however, the range of strategies teachers drew from reflected the influence of high-stakes writing 
assessment, illustrating how teacher agency was bounded by the larger policy system.  
Framing 
The first implementation strategy teachers used was intentional framing of the writing 
initiative to students. All teachers recounted how they talked frankly to their students about the 
purpose of the initiative and how the assessments would be used. In their descriptions, teachers 
often used the term “explicit,” suggesting they were aiming for transparency with students. 
However, the way teachers framed the initiative with students differed from classroom to 
classroom. As discussed in Chapter 5, Mike emphasized the value of the writing initiative for 
helping students perfect the 5-paragraph essay. Other teachers stressed it as an opportunity to 
hone test-taking skills. Tess explained, “I tell them, ‘Just think, guys, I don’t know how many 
students get to say they’ve taken six of these and gotten feedback before the real thing.’” 
Similarly, Amy discussed the writing initiative as a vehicle for practicing a “test genre”: 
I tell them it’s a very specific kind of “test writing.” I try to make that really explicit, 
because I don’t want them to think, “Oh, I didn’t do well in this so I’m not a good writer” 
or “I’m not good at this or that.” 
This quote demonstrates how Amy talked down the test for students by stressing that it was not a 
full measure of their skills as writers. Many teachers reported using similar language with 
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students to lower the stakes of the exam, mitigating texting anxiety and the potential for students’ 
self-efficacy as writers to be impacted by their performance. 
Commensurate with both her knowledge of the challenges students faced in breaking 
down the writing task and the value she placed on being truthful with students, Jaclyn talked at 
length about how she leveled with students about the writing initiative: 
I say very explicitly, “Okay, so this is why we’re doing this. I cannot speak for every 
teacher, but I can speak for myself and what I think about certain things.” And I say, 
“This is a formative exam. The purpose of you taking this is not to sit for 40 minutes and 
write quietly, but the purpose is so I can get data I can use to help better instruct you.” 
Jaclyn’s “explicitness” here captures her commitment to demystifying the hidden curriculum for 
students. She leverages her unique relationship with students – their mutual dependency and 
students’ good will – to build motivation around taking the exam by positioning herself in need 
of their help. She continued, stating that, “I think that when you explain to students the purpose 
behind why they’re doing something, it’s always more meaningful for them.” That is, by taking 
the exam, students were doing her a favor, providing her with valuable information that she 
could use to teach them more effectively. She engenders a partnership predicated on common 
understanding and the pursuit of a shared goal; the students are her co-conspirators. Jaclyn’s 
statements underscore the formative purpose of the writing initiative. However, she could “only 
speak for herself,” implying that she recognized variation in how teachers viewed the initiative. 
Confirming findings of Chapter 4, this example suggests that variation in implementation can be 
attributed to different understandings about the purpose of reform initiatives. 
Breaking Down the Writing Task 
The second approach, which was described by all teachers as central to implementation, 
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was strategizing with students about how to break down the writing task. As indicated earlier, 
teachers collectively felt students did not understand the writing prompts. As a result, they 
worked to build students’ knowledge of how to approach them. For instance, after the first test, 
Amy realized that her students were “very stubbornly only answering the first part of the 
prompt.” She explained how she had addressed this in her instruction: 
It’s a whole skill set for any essay you ever get in your life, that if there’s three or four 
parts to it, you have to answer all of it. I would sit there and show them how to outline. I 
was literally doing mini-lessons where it was like, “Here’s my prompt. Here’s my outline 
of what my essay’s gonna be.” And I’m gonna show in my outline every place that I'm 
addressing the prompt. It’s that level of explicit teaching. 
Taking up the familiar language of “explicitness,” Amy modeled how to outline an on-demand 
essay, apprenticing students to this cognitive task. Although she saw it as a transferable skill 
usable “with any essay you ever get in your life,” her approach is commensurate with her prior 
experience in underperforming schools where there was a heavy focus on test preparation. It is 
results-oriented and only narrowly transferrable, reflecting what would have the highest impact 
on high-stakes exams. By contrast, Dana, who worked with high-achieving AP students, 
encouraged students to “deconstruct” writing prompts at a higher level: 
It wasn’t just preparing them for the prompts, but it’s for other things. Is it a passage that 
you’re getting? Is it something that you have to bring something to the table from your 
own personal experience, your own observations? Talking about, if it was argument, 
what does a good argument look like? What type of examples should you have? 
Dana’s approach aimed to build students’ awareness of the writing task and their purpose for 
writing in the service of high-quality writing, emphasizing skills that were transferrable to other 
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writing situations, as opposed to Amy’s narrower goal of success with “test genre” writing. 
 Consistent with her perceptions of students’ needs, Jaclyn was the most committed to 
breaking down the writing task, and relied heavily on her relational knowledge in doing so. She 
offered four anecdotes about deconstructing prompts with students. One example is illustrative: 
[The writing initiative] has made me really cognizant of breaking down the directions 
together. I try to make it not patronizing. I imagine you could come across that way. I talk 
to them in a very familiar way, trying to relate to them like, “Okay guys, so how many of 
you have ever read the directions on a new assignment and when you get the assignment 
back you failed, and you looked back and you realized you didn’t follow the directions?” 
Everyone raises their hand. And I say, “That happens to me, too. So what we have to do 
together is make sure that we are breaking this down so we know what is being asked of 
us. We have to train ourselves…” I just talk exactly like that. And the idea is that you can 
be successful, not that I think you are incapable of reading. And they are pretty receptive. 
This lengthy example illustrates both Jaclyn’s rapport with students and the explicitness of her 
instruction. She is intentional about the language she uses to “relate to” students, cultivating a 
sense of misunderstanding the writing task as a shared experience. Karyn’s description 
foregrounds her belief that all students are capable and intelligent. She normalizes the experience 
of grappling with writing prompts, suggesting that understanding them is not an innate skill but 
rather something they need to be specifically “trained” to do. In doing so, she builds students’ 
confidence about the writing task. And she observes that students were receptive to this framing. 
In both interviews, Jaclyn related the importance of breaking down the writing prompt to 
her own struggles with the hidden demands of standardized assessments. Her commitment to 
teaching students how to read directions was also evident in the design of her classroom 
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assessments. She thought about this issue for ELL students in particular. She offered 
recommendations about how to reformat the prompts to better support their comprehension: 
I would format them differently. I would break up each single part they ask and bullet 
point it because [ELLs] need that visual. They need to see that they’re being asked this, 
this, and this. I would have a checklist. “Did you answer this? Did you answer that?” 
In line with Friedman’s (2000) recommendations, Jaclyn wanted the prompts to be designed to 
support students’ understanding and scaffold the writing task, rather than obfuscating its 
demands through complex or vague directions. She saw this as an important part of ensuring a 
more equitable assessment experience and building students’ autonomy as writers. 
These examples reveal that reform implementation may look the same from the outside 
when teachers’ operating logic is actually quite different. This paradox is frequently highlighted 
in the sense-making literature (e.g. Spillane, 2004). While these teachers broke down the writing 
task in similar ways, they had different purposes for doing so, ranging from building students’ 
confidence in writing to scaffolding test-taking skills. These findings point to the importance of 
unpacking the rationale behind teachers’ instructional decisions to understand implementation. 
Use of Exemplars 
The third implementation strategy teachers relied on was looking at exemplar writing 
with students. All participating teachers except Tess indicated that they used this strategy. In the 
same way teachers broke down the writing prompts, the aim of this strategy was to deconstruct 
successful essays to build students’ understanding of what was required in their own writing. 
Some teachers described using models of exemplar writing from students. As Mike explained, 
I think the actual writing instruction part is fun. What I tend to do is find some examples 
of essays that I think were particularly well done by students or maybe a model by me. 
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I’ve done that frequently over the years. And I’ll give it back and then have the students 
analyze it. We’ll make a list of things they notice that they did well. Things to look for 
and shoot for. And where they could improve. And then have them analyze their own. 
This strategy encompassed an explicit approach to developing students’ writing skills by 
deconstructing the criteria for a successful essay and applying it to their own writing. Along 
these lines, Mike recounted how he used the conclusion from an essay by Janae, one of the focal 
students for his think alouds, as a model. He saw that using the writing of his own students was a 
way to “honor” them in the classroom community. He also felt it facilitated a more “authentic” 
writing experience because students were able to connect the exemplar to peers who they knew 
personally, or to him. Importantly, the sharing of exemplars was not unique to the writing 
initiative or a change in Mike’s practice. Rather, it was something he did “relatively frequently.” 
That is, it was a strategy teachers used to develop coherence between the initiative and their own 
writing instruction. It is no wonder Mike found this part of implementation to be “fun.” 
 Rather than relying on their own students’ work, other teachers described using the 
benchmark papers from the standardized assessments in similar ways. Amy was most intentional 
about doing this, providing a detailed example from her classroom: 
We did all this work around schema building. We did one lesson where I printed out the 
actual examples from the [state department of education] website for the prompt they had 
already written. I didn’t put scores on them. So they had to read them and rank them. 
“Which ones do you think got which scores?” I gave them the rubric. Now I’m 
facilitating their familiarity with the rubric that they would be scored on for the real 
MCAS. They’re going through and deconstructing. “This this one doesn’t even have an 
introduction. This one’s three paragraphs. This one is seven paragraphs…” Then, we 
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were able to make some generalizations. Higher scores have higher numbers of words per 
sentence. Higher scores tended to be longer. It actually went exactly from six to one, 
longest to shortest. I wasn’t telling them this. They were constructing it. 
Like Mike, Amy worked to “deconstruct” exemplars in order to “explicitly” develop students’ 
understanding of criteria for success, building “schema” that gave students a frame of reference 
for these expectations. In contrast to Mike, she decided to use the state-sanctioned exemplars, 
implying that she perceived it to be more helpful to students to provide them with the actual 
criteria against which they would be judged in a high-stakes scenario. Ultimately, her schema-
building activity led students to “make generalizations” and “construct” their own 
understandings about the criteria for success on the exam. Notably, students’ observations were 
about essay form rather than content. Students came to a conclusion now commonplace in 
research on standardized writing assessments (e.g. Hillocks, 2002) that scores directly correlated 
with essay length. This example demonstrates the value Amy placed on preparing students to do 
well with “test genre” writing. It offers an interesting contrast to Mike’s incorporation of student 
exemplars to create what he perceived to be a more “authentic” writing experience for students. 
This illustrates once again how teachers utilized similar implementation strategies, but to 
different ends. For policymakers concerned with reform fidelity, these examples caution that 
differences in teacher cognition may not be visible in implementation. Instructional decision-
making may be influenced by other factors besides teachers’ knowledge – such as accountability 
structures or normative pressures in the school environment – which can lend to implementation 
that looks superficially similar when teachers actually understand the reform quite differently. 
Scaffolding 
A fourth strategy for implementing the writing initiative that teachers described was 
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using scaffolds to support students in the writing process. As cognitive tools, these scaffolds 
allowed students to work at higher levels than they could independently by giving them 
structures for thinking and producing language. Tess explained how students used graphic 
organizers she had designed for a different writing assignment on writing initiative assessments: 
Coincidentally, [administration of the first writing initiative] fell at the time of the year 
when I was just doing the exact same question with something else. I was like, “You guys 
can do whatever you want. You can use the graphic organizer we used in the previous 
lesson in order to count that as your notes – you can count that as your first draft if you 
do the graphic organizer.” Almost all of them did the graphic organizer that way. 
This example is significant for how students were given license to adapt and apply a tool, the 
graphic organizer, created for a different purpose, in order to support their performance on these 
standardized writing assessments. It offers an illustration of the dynamic interplay between 
teachers’ established practice and the writing initiative, what McLaughlin (2013) has 
characterized as “mutual adaptation.” It underscores the hybridity of implementation approaches 
as encompassing a repurposing of teachers’ established practices with new aims. 
While this example does not provide details about what the graphic organizer looked like, 
another excerpt offers some insight here. In one think aloud, Tess described the “training 
wheels” that she provided to one of the student writers she was discussing: 
I gave him a graphic organizer with a specific construct on how he’s supposed to start the 
sentences, so it has the character’s name, the dialogue, what this dialogue demonstrates. 
There’s three columns. Then it shows them how to plug it into a template sentence. It’s 
very concrete. It has helped him. Now that he’s working on a different paper, I can see 
that although it’s very formulaic, it’s much better than [the writing initiative essay]. 
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Although the notion of “training wheels” could be read as a deficit perspective, Tess saw that 
graphic organizers helped students to reach higher levels in their writing. The ”specificity” and 
“concreteness” of her scaffold helped this student to make comparisons between two texts. As a 
result, his writing exceeded his performance on the writing initiative. It is interesting to note that 
Tess created the graphic organizer specifically for this student. By nature, graphic organizers are 
generic and designed to support the transfer of skills and knowledge across a range of learning 
contexts. In this case, Tess tailored the scaffold based on her knowledge of the student’s 
struggles as a writer. The example suggests that one way teachers apply their particularized 
knowledge of students is by adapting instructional tools to better meet students’ needs. 
 Amy scaffolded students’ writing initiative assessments in a different way. Unlike Tess, 
who used graphic organizers to support the writing process, Amy described using graphic 
organizers to help students break down exemplars. Take the following example: 
I did one mini-lesson where it was just a page of three columns. On the first column, I 
copied and pasted six different intros from six essays. The next one was what writing 
moves did the writer make. The next one was what effect did it have on the reader. 
This scaffold allowed students to build understanding of the author’s purpose and the specific 
language he was using to accomplish that purpose. Amy believed this would have been a heavy 
cognitive load for students to bear without the support of the graphic organizer. 
Amy also described using what she called a “tracker,” a graphic organizer in which she 
asked students to record things like total word count and average words per sentence for the 
exemplars they looked at. This scaffold helped students to identify the characteristics of a 
successful essay. Additionally, she asked students to track and reflect on their own progress in 
this document to build their awareness of her expectations for their writing. She explained, 
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It was helpful to them to be like, “Okay, so what I have right now would get me in a four 
range. What’s the difference between a four and a five? What do I need to do?” What I’m 
seeing in their trackers is they’re saying things like, “I realized that I needed to explain 
my evidence much more” or “I realize now that I didn’t even answer the second half of 
the prompt at all.” Because a lot of them didn’t answer the second part of the prompt. 
As this excerpt indicates, Amy saw value in having students track their growth and progress on 
writing initiative assessments throughout the year. Later, she observed, “Two kids wrote on their 
trackers that they came in thinking they were the best writer, but they realized that there’s always 
room to grow. I think that the experience shows them it’s not like you just reach this 10th grade 
peak and then you stay there.” Rather than using scaffolds around organization, as Tess did, Amy 
was interested in scaffolding students’ metacognitive skills, using the tracker to build students’ 
motivation and their awareness of their strengths and weaknesses as writers. 
Mike and Dana also described how they embedded reflection in the writing process. Dana 
explained, “When they submitted the essay, they always had to reflect on their strengths, 
weaknesses, and areas of improvement moving forward.” She saw revision as a key piece of 
making the writing experience more “authentic” for students. Mike also provided the opportunity 
for students to revise and reflect on the writing assessments. In his second think aloud, he shared 
a reflection that one student, Eric, had submitted with his revised essay: 
In my first draft I did very well with attracting readers to read my essay and be interested 
at the beginning. I also think that I did very well at explaining my main points to the 
questions asked. One of the two things that I ended up fixing in my first essay is the 
grammar errors that were all over the essay. Another thing that I ended up fixing is 
polishing the intro paragraph so that it is simple and easier to read. 
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A few ideas emerge from this typical example. First is the fact that the student’s reflection was 
relatively superficial; his focus on fixing grammar errors reflects this and, perhaps, his 
perception of Mike’s valuing “correctness” in language use. However, he indicated an awareness 
of his own strengths as a writer and what he did successfully in the essay. Overall, these 
examples illustrate how Amy, Mike, and Tess all saw students’ needs differently and thus made 
different choices to address these needs, utilizing the same scaffolding strategy to different ends. 
Altering Testing Conditions 
 In implementing the writing initiative, teachers also used the strategy of altering testing 
conditions to make them more equitable. Although the school expected the assessments to be 
completed in one period, all teachers besides Jaclyn – perhaps because of her more vulnerable 
status as a novice teacher – reported administering the writing prompts with different timing. 
Mike approached the guidelines for timing as suggestions, rather than requirements: 
If some of them needed a little extra time, I gave it to them. I didn’t look at that as really 
a super orthodox, concrete, “You need to be able to finish this in 41.5 minutes.” I didn’t 
really see the value of that. I let them finish it if they needed an extra ten minutes or so. 
Mike felt that strict timelines were not true to writing situations in the real world. Therefore, he 
allowed extra time based on students’ needs. This illustrates how teachers exercised autonomy 
by deferring to their own professional knowledge, administering the assessments in ways that 
they felt were fair and appropriate, rather than simply following directions from above. 
By contrast, when administering the first writing assessment, Amy was very strict on 
timing. She valued providing her students experiences with a high-stakes testing environment, 
“[working] hard to act like it’s the actual test.” During this administration, she noticed that 
“some students were done after 20 minutes. But I didn't say anything, because I wanted to have 
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that data.” While Amy recognized that many of her students were not taking the task seriously, 
she accepted this because it provided her with a lower baseline for demonstrating growth. 
However, looking at exemplars with students led Amy to realize that they needed more time: 
We zeroed in on the six and the five. We were really digging, drilling into, “You want to 
go for the six on this test? This is what you have to do.” Then, we realized through this 
process, after looking at all these sixes, you can’t write a six in one period. They were so 
funny about it. They were like, “I want to do my second one. I can do a six.” 
After these conversations, Amy allowed students longer to take the test and provided them 
opportunities to revise and improve their writing to the highest degree possible. She explained, 
“You’re gonna get a score for after two blocks. Then, you’re gonna use that score and 
then beat it.” Then, there’s another round, where it was like, “So you got a four? Now I’ll 
give you another hour. What can you do with that? Can you bump it up to a five?” 
This example illustrates how Amy worked to negotiate meaning with students in ways that led 
her to a different view of the initiative. The assessments became tools by which she motivated 
students to beat their scores with more time. Amy’s approach reflects the competitive spirit at 
Adams. It also reveals how she empowered students to feel like they could succeed on the exam. 
Interestingly, students themselves recognized that the assessment criteria were unrealistic given 
the time frame. This suggests in a larger sense how the treatment of writing as a bounded, time-
constrained event in a high-stakes testing scenario is in tension with process-based approaches 
widely accepted as best practice in writing instruction (Englert et al., 2006).  
Other teachers attempted to reconfigure the assessments as long-term writing projects. As 
Mike put it, “We really tried to make an in-class project out of it.” He described “a big, formal 
process where they did peer edits and edits with [the writing lab]. I sat down with as many kids 
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as I could. They typed them up.” Mike’s revision process incorporated writing conferencing and 
feedback from peers and writing tutors. Similarly, Dana’s revisions “had a peer editing 
component…I brought them to [the writing lab] and they got trained in how do you conduct peer 
revision.” That is, Dana used the initiative as an opportunity to build student’s capacity to give 
effective peer feedback. Taken together, these approaches underscore the value of conferencing 
and dialogue about writing to craft meaningful writing experiences for students. 
Overall, these examples demonstrate how teachers worked resourcefully to align the 
initiative with established dimensions of their classroom writing instruction, given the limited 
choices available to them and the constraints of the larger policy environment. In opposition to 
high-stakes writing assessments, which treat writing as a time-bound event, the teachers in this 
study utilized the assessments in varied and often creative ways to emphasize writing as a 
process. In doing so, they relied on their particularized knowledge – that is, their reform 
knowledge and their relational knowledge – to circumvent what they saw as negative effects of 
the initiative. In order to respond adequately to students’ differences, it was necessary for the 
implementation strategies teachers used to vary from classroom to classroom. Even in cases 
when teachers used the same strategies, they often expressed different rationales for doing so, 
reflecting their individual knowledge, belief systems, and instructional goals. Across the reform 
literature, teacher autonomy in implementation is generally framed as a problem – as a threat to 
fidelity that must be addressed to preserve the integrity of the reform. However, these findings 
underscore teacher agency as a precondition for successful reform. Autonomy is necessary for 
reform to enter meaningfully into teachers’ practice and be made accessible to students with 
varying needs. The data speak to the value of “co-construction” (Datnow & Park, 2009) as a 
policy perspective, highlighting the agentive roles of different stakeholders in shaping policy at 
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each level of the system. Teachers require flexibility for reform mandates to translate to effective 
instruction that can address all students’ needs. Put differently, teachers need space to apply their 
particularized knowledge to implement reform in ways that will ultimately benefit all students. 
Writing Feedback 
 In the prior section, I demonstrated that teachers exercised agency in writing initiative 
implementation by relying on five instructional strategies. I now explore a different angle of 
implementation: teachers’ feedback on the writing. Here, I draw exclusively from think alouds in 
which teachers were asked to verbalize their thought process for responding to students’ writing 
initiative essays. A list of teachers and the students they selected is provided in Table 8.		
TABLE	8.	STUDENTS	FOR	THINK	ALOUDS	
Teacher	 Grade	 Test	 High	Score*	 Middle	Score*	 Low	Score*	Jaclyn	 10th	 MCAS	 Dayana	 Deja	 Anna	Mike	 11th	 SAT	 Janae	 Nico	 Eric	Tess	 8th	 PARCC	 Jane	 Devonte	 Keeghan	*Based	on	teacher’s	score	on	first	assessment	
 
I have also included a list of the writing prompts as Appendix F. My interest here was in 
teachers’ thinking rather than students’ writing; therefore, I focus my analysis on the teachers. 
However, I have provided excerpts of students’ writing when needed to understand the context. 
In what follows, I show that teachers’ feedback focused on four areas: addressing the 
prompt, structure and organization, use of evidence, and use of language. I argue that these areas 
reflected teachers’ sense of responsibility to prepare students to succeed on high-stakes 
assessments. As a point of triangulation, my findings indicate that teachers drew from the same 
professional knowledge base in providing feedback as in their classroom instruction. However, 
while teachers all utilized different instructional strategies, there was little variation in their 
feedback. This is to suggest that classroom instruction was a more generative space for teachers 
to act on their particularized knowledge. By contrast, teacher agency was limited by the one-size-
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fits-all nature of the standardized assessments they used and associated accountability structures. 
Overall, the think aloud data capture how policy pressures can function hegemonically to shape 
reform implementation in ways discordant with teachers’ professional knowledge. 
Addressing the Prompt 
 Confirming findings discussed earlier in this chapter, the first skill teachers stressed was 
addressing the essay prompt. This likely reflected the influence of the writing rubrics, which all 
had specific criteria in this area. Teachers made 42 comments about “answering” or “addressing” 
the prompt across think alouds. They recognized this a challenge for students, who struggled to 
understand the literary vocabulary in the prompts and to address all parts of the prompts. Overall, 
teachers’ scoring aligned with how well they thought the student had addressed the prompt. 
 Of the three participants, Tess emphasized addressing the prompt most in her feedback. 
She often expressed that her focal students were not “getting to the heart of the prompt” or were 
“answering the wrong question.” Six times, she stated that students did not “get what the prompt 
was asking for.” She also indicated that addressing the prompt was the first thing she looked at in 
scoring the essays, boxing students’ thesis statements and drawing arrows back to parts of the 
question. The degree to which her students answered the prompt also correlated with their final 
scores. Consider her feedback to Keeghan, her low-scoring student and an ELL, in the first think 
aloud. She observed that, while he understood the text, he did not understand the question: 
This is his thesis: “In both stories different points of view are important because there are 
always two parts of the story.” A, it’s not an accurate analysis of what the prompt is 
asking him to do, and, B, it’s very generic. I mean, there are always two parts to the story. 
I don’t know where he’s making that conclusion from. I gave him a zero. In no way does 
it address the prompt. He tries to, but it’s too generic that I couldn’t even give him credit. 
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This example illustrates how the prompt served as a barrier to students showcasing their 
understanding of the text. Lacking knowledge of the literary terms used in the prompt, this 
student cast a wide net in his response, hoping that his writing would connect back to the 
question in some respect. Tess saw that the “generic” thesis statement that resulted revealed poor 
understanding of the prompt, rather than of the story. 
By comparison, Jane, Tess’s high scorer, obviously understood the writing task. “This 
student got it right away,” she said. “It was very clear she understood that there was narrator and 
a mom in one story and a narrator and a dad in another story and both narrators disagreed with 
their mom or their dad. The big thing was that they had to see how tension was created.” Jane’s 
ability to answer the prompt outweighed weaknesses in her writing style. As Tess observed, “It 
answers the question. It’s not great writing. It’s repetitive. But it satisfies what the prompt is 
asking for.” Further illustrating the strong correlation between addressing the prompt and final 
writing score, Tess provided the following feedback to Devonte: 
I wrote, “Is the tension caused more by this conflict than not liking homework?” He had 
adequate evidence for the prompt, but he didn’t explicitly state the right answer to it. He 
addresses the prompt, but he’s in between understanding and not understanding. 
Devonte’s “in between” understanding ultimately earned him a mid-range score. Tess’s response 
captures how teachers privileged addressing the prompt over other considerations in students’ 
writing. Looking across these examples reveals that teachers’ scoring practices directly 
correlated with how well students addressed the prompt. This trend begs questions about what 
writing skills teachers ignored or disregarded because of their focus on addressing the prompt. It 
also highlights the extent to which students who think creatively or outside of the box are 
disadvantaged by the narrow parameters of standardized writing assessments. 
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Tess’s feedback here also captures her tendency to talk about students’ responses to the 
prompts as “right” or “wrong.” For example, in responding to Keeghan’s low-scoring essay, she 
read aloud: “‘The main tension in this text was that the girl does not like doing homework or 
class work at all.’ That is wrong. That is not the main tension of this story, and that’s not what 
the prompt was asking for.” Her expectations in this respect reflect the influence of New Critical 
or formalist traditions that have long dominated in secondary classrooms, which presume a 
single, best reading of a text (Eagleton, 2008). This approach to close reading is also privileged 
in the CCSS (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012). Notably, however, the PARCC rubric does not 
stipulate what a “correct” interpretation of the texts would entail, suggesting that this was an 
expectation Tess had internalized, rather than an artifact of the assessment criteria. 
Mike’s feedback frequently stressed connecting back to the prompt in the topic sentences 
of each paragraph. The praise and criticism he offered to students was often related to this. For 
example, speaking about Nico’s essay, which received a mid-range score, Mike said:  
Go back to the drawing board, Nico. You have some ideas that are in the ballpark, but 
you’re really not, I don’t think you’re making strong enough connections between what 
the essay is asking you to do or the prompt’s asking you to do and what you actually did. 
Not addressing the prompt was enough for Mike to dismiss the student’s essay and send him 
“back to the drawing board.” By contrast, his high-scorer, Janae, had a “laser-like focus” in her 
essay, connecting directly to the prompt. “There’s no doubt she gets it,” Mike said. These 
examples from Mike illustrate how he often gave criticism and praise in general terms. They also 
demonstrate how teachers legitimized students’ ideas based on their connection to the prompts, 
rather than on their own terms. In other words, teachers’ value judgments of students’ writing 
reflected the narrow ways the assessments constructed writing proficiency through the prompts. 
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 Jaclyn saw that an important part of students’ addressing the prompt was using it to 
organize their essay. Thinking aloud about an essay from Deja, her mid-range scorer, she said: 
If a student was answering this prompt fully, I think at minimum you might have three 
paragraphs to first identify the character, describe the battle that the character takes part 
in, and then finally what happens as the result. 
That is, essay structure was a feature of students’ addressing all parts of the prompt. Deja’s poor 
organization led Jaclyn to conclude that she “missed the mark – I think she knew what she had to 
do, but I don’t think what she wrote addressed what the prompt asked.” Once again, the student’s 
misinterpretation of the prompt prevented her from displaying the full range of her writing skills. 
Unlike Tess, who was interested in students answering the prompt “correctly,” Jaclyn 
wanted students to approach the prompt with some interpretive nuance. She saw students’ ability 
to incorporate the language of the prompt as a reflection of their analytical skills and 
understanding of the writing task. Discussing an essay from her high scorer, Dayana, she said: 
I appreciated that it started off with “Enrique in the book, Enrique’s Journey” – big 
surprise – “takes part in a figurative battle,” because I think it is important in the prompt 
to think about whether the battle was figurative or literal. I think proper use of that word 
tells me that conceptually students understand what is being asked of them. 
By contrast, Jaclyn’s low scorer, Anna, also an ELL, struggled in responding to a different essay 
prompt that asked her to write about a character who was unique or different. In reading the 
essay, Jaclyn observed, “I feel like I’m two paragraphs in and I don’t know who the character is 
yet, or why this person is different. They give no hint of why that difference is important or how 
it’s gonna play out in terms of answering the prompt.” That is, Jaclyn was interested in the depth 
of students’ analysis and how well supported this analysis was, as opposed to whether or not 
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their interpretation matched with her own. Her feedback pushed students to go deeper in their 
analysis. Instancing this, in her think alouds, she often posted rhetorical questions aloud to 
students. Responding to Anna’s essay on the same prompt, in which she wrote about Boo Radley 
from To Kill a Mockingbird, she said, “She doesn’t explain why that difference is important, or 
how it serves the purpose. Yes, he saved them, but anyone could have done that. What about this 
particular character made this possible? How did that difference enable him to do what he did? 
That is not apparent from the student’s writing.” This example demonstrates how Jaclyn used the 
language of the prompt in her feedback to push students further in their thinking. Unlike Tess’s 
focus on students accurately understanding what the prompt was asking, Jaclyn was more 
concerned that students were addressing the prompt in a meaningful way. This contrast 
demonstrates how the same skill emphasis was operationalized differently in teachers’ feedback. 
Structure and Organization 
 The second skill that teachers emphasized in their feedback was conventional essay 
structure. Unlike the different ways teachers scaffolded organization in their classroom 
instruction, teachers’ feedback on organization was uniform. Teachers also treated students’ 
ability to produce a well-organized essay as a major consideration in scoring. This was true at 
three levels: overall essay structure, paragraph structure, and thesis statement structure. 
 All teachers made frequent comments about essay structure in their think alouds. As 
discussed in Chapter 5, the 5-paragraph model for essay writing was an established, albeit 
problematic, dimension of the departmental discourse. Although no teachers expected their 
students to write five paragraphs, the influence of this model was readily apparent in their 
feedback, which stressed an introduction-body paragraph-conclusion organization. Like Jaclyn, 
Tess saw that addressing the prompt effectively called for this conventional organization. 
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Thinking aloud about her high-scoring student, Jane, she stated, “This student chose to do four 
paragraphs, which I think was the most logical way of answering it, addressing both stories in the 
introduction, and how it – and addressing the prompt about the tension and the point of view.” 
By contrast, her low-scoring student, Keeghan, only wrote two paragraphs. “This student did 
what I saw actually happen a lot for organization,” she said. “I did score him low because of that 
two-paragraph setup, which is really hard to achieve.” Likewise, Mike stated that he “ended up 
giving [Eric] a [low score] because he really only had one body paragraph.” And Jaclyn 
responded similarly to Anna, her low scorer: “It’s one long paragraph…looking at the prompt, 
you might assume that the student would break it up into three sections, right? Identify the 
characters and maybe tell us what the story is about. Describe the sacrifice. And then explain 
why it was important. That part doesn’t happen.” In other words, teachers saw the prompts to 
function as scaffolds for students’ organization. They stressed conventional organization as a 
way of ensuring they addressed each part of the prompt. The number of paragraphs students 
wrote often seemed more important than the content of the paragraphs. Reflecting the influence 
of the policy environment, these findings are typical of the focus on form over content that has 
long been said to characterize scoring for high-stakes writing assessments (Hillocks, 2002). 
Teachers’ feedback also encompassed conventional expectations for how students should 
structure body paragraphs. Teachers frequently referred to “topic sentences” in their think alouds 
– Tess seven times, Jaclyn nine times, and Mike 23 times. Teachers commented on the 
placement of topic sentences in paragraphs, the location of quotes in paragraphs, and appropriate 
paragraph length. A typical example, this one from Tess, looked as follows: “The sentence in the 
middle of the paragraph was a more effective topic sentence. I just felt it was in the wrong 
place.” Similarly, Mike said: “I think it’s wiser to, or more effective to, start off with a topic 
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sentence that explains exactly what you’re gonna do and that should go back to the thesis 
whereas he is jumping directly to the evidence. And I don’t like how he uses quotes in his topic 
sentences.” Mike expressed expectations that students should not start their body paragraphs 
with quotations and that their topic sentences should connect back to their thesis statements. 
Indeed, this feedback was so common that Mike described mass-producing it for students: “I’m 
more a fan of the MEAL model, Main Idea, Evidence, Analysis, Link, and Conclusion. As I 
graded more and more of these essays, I was writing that so much I typed it up and stapled it to 
the top.” As discussed in Chapter 5, “MEAL” paragraphs were popular at Adams. Mike stressed 
this structure most often in his feedback. He also used the term “body paragraph” with the 
highest frequency of any teacher; of the 30 references to “body paragraphs,” all but five were his. 
These statements illustrate how teachers prioritized students’ ability to write a well-
formed paragraph as the building block for a coherent essay. They saw that an important feature 
of a well-formed paragraph was connecting back to the essay’s larger argument. They also 
considered the ability to structure a paragraph around analysis of evidence to be a foundational 
writing skill. At some level, these statements capture teachers’ interest in supporting students’ 
analytical reasoning skills through the use of cognitive scaffolding. However, the ways in which 
teachers expressed their concerns – in Mike’s case, as a one-size-fits-all recommendation that he 
replicated for students – offer formulaic, prescriptive views of organization treated separately 
from idea development. In execution, such feedback encouraged a generic writing product of the 
type that would read easily and favorably through the lens of a standardized writing rubric. 
Teachers also provided feedback on the structure of students’ thesis statements. Tess and 
Mike frequently discussed thesis statements in their feedback; across all think alouds, they used 
the term a shared total of 41 times. Notably, Jaclyn did not use the term at all in her think alouds. 
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Occasionally, Tess and Mike commented on whether or not the thesis statement was specific 
enough or if it related to what the writing prompt was asking. More often, however, they were 
concerned with the connection between the thesis statement and the body paragraphs. As Mike 
explained, “What I was especially looking for was the ability to formulate a thoughtful thesis and 
follow it up in each body paragraph, and make each body paragraph about one of the areas that 
were mentioned up top in the thesis.” In other words, Mike expected that the thesis statement 
would function as an outline of the essay and reflect the focus of each body paragraph. Likewise, 
Tess praised high-scoring Jane for structuring her thesis as a road map for his essay, saying, 
“She’s very skillful in introducing the thesis, making sure it has all the different points she’ll be 
making in the essay.” These comments illustrate how teachers took up the “three-part thesis” 
structure discussed in Chapter 5 as a popular approach connected to the 5-paragraph essay 
model. Although teachers used evaluative terms like “thoughtful” and “efficient” to characterize 
effective thesis statements, the bulk of their feedback was focused on the form of the thesis and 
its alignment with overall essay structure rather than the substance of the argument being made. 
These examples illustrate once again the influence of high-stakes testing on teachers’ 
expectations for students’ writing. While some of these expectations were codified on the 
assessment rubrics, teachers frequently offered this feedback without making direct references to 
the rubrics, suggesting that these were expectations they had internalized. What emerges from 
this data is the sense in which teachers’ criteria for successful writing was largely superficial and 
heavily dependent on the prompt. A good thesis was one that answered the prompt. Strong 
organization included body paragraphs that addressed each part of the prompt. The focus on 
form over content also served to separate writing from reading. Indeed, teachers rarely 
commented in substantive ways on the quality of students’ textual analysis. This is to suggest 
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that writing models like the 5-paragraph essay have dominated in schools over the past century 
because they are easy to teach and efficient to evaluate, not because they are an artifice of good 
writing. While teachers occasionally complained that students’ writing was “formulaic,” their 
emphasis on traditional essay structure was largely rendered uncritically. Overall, teachers’ 
feedback reveals that they accorded conventional essay form a particular social value based on 
how they perceived student writers were expected to perform on high-stakes assessments. 
Use of Evidence 
The third skill that teachers emphasized in their feedback was students’ use of evidence 
to support their claims. This is not surprising, since, as discussed in Chapter 5, this is a skill 
strongly valued by the CCSS. The standards place heavy emphasis on supporting claims with 
clear reasoning and relevant evidence, gathering and assessing the credibility of evidence from a 
wide range of print and digital sources, and incorporating this evidence throughout analysis 
(Applebee, 2013). Arguably, these are essential skills for preparing students both as effective 
writers and as critical thinkers. However, the degree to which teachers stressed use of evidence 
and the nature of the evidence they expected students to provide were artifacts of the assessments 
themselves. For instance, since the MCAS requires students to write about a text from memory, 
there is no expectation that they include direct quotations in support of their argument. Likewise, 
although the PARCC writing task is a response to text, 8th grade students are not required to 
formally incorporate textual citations into their writing. Tess indicated this much in her 
discussion of the rubric and the benchmark papers. By contrast, Mike clearly perceived that 
direct citation was expected for the SAT writing task, which was also a response to text. This 
may explain why use of evidence was a skill stressed almost exclusively by Tess and Mike. The 
word “evidence” appeared only 4 times in Jaclyn’s think alouds, and never directly in reference 
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to students’ writing. By contrast, Tess used the term 25 times and Mike used it 27 times. 
However, Tess and Mike provided distinctly different kinds of feedback around this skill. 
Tess’s feedback stressed the quality of evidence in students’ writing – which she 
understood as the connection between their claim and the evidence provided. A typical example, 
this from a think aloud with Devonte, who received a mid-range score, looked as follows: 
He uses evidence about the mother – “Izzy knows she shouldn’t keep it, but with the way 
her mother treats her, she feels like the baseball is hers to keep. It gives her comfort when 
her mother upsets her like this.” I thought the evidence was good, and fit the claim. 
This illustrates how Tess understood that “evidence,” as per the PARCC’s criteria, did not 
simply mean textual citation, but also encompassed inclusion of specific details from the text. 
For her, “good” evidence was defined by the relevance of the evidence to the overarching 
argument, the “fit” with the student’s larger claim. However, this definition was largely implicit 
in her feedback, rather than directly stated. As the example also suggests, she tended to place 
value judgments on students’ evidence using broad terms like “good” or “best.” 
Additionally, in Tess’s think alouds, there were several instances when she pointed out 
poor evidence use, usually by lower-scoring students. She described students missing the mark in 
terms of the relevancy of the quotes they used, referring to them “stretching it” or “inferring” 
things that could not be substantiated by the text. She also criticized students for failing to 
provide analysis of their evidence. She offered the following about one of Keeghan’s essays: 
This is his main evidence: “The part that forms tension is that her dad is a school teacher 
at another school so that combination does not really go well together with them living in 
the same house. Every day at the dinner table or if it is just around the house her dad is 
always encouraging her to do work, study, and focus on school, but she continuously 
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throws hints that she does not care about it.” He has evidence that supports tension, but 
he didn't say like, “All right, now you can see that they’re in disagreement, they’re in 
discord.” He doesn’t really get to the point. He just keeps presenting more evidence. 
Two things are noteworthy here. First is Tess’s recognition that textual evidence cannot stand on 
its own. Rather, it requires careful unpacking and elaboration of detail to make explicit its 
connection with the writer’s larger argument. Secondly, Tess highlights the tendency of novice 
writers to assume that more evidence is always better, and to string together a series of examples 
in support of their claim without the necessary analysis. 
In contrast to this, Mike’s treatment of evidence was heavily focused on the amount of 
evidence students provided. His feedback reflected a “more is better” mentality. He criticized 
students who failed to incorporate quotations in their body paragraphs. For example, on the first 
essay, his major point of revision for Janae, his high scorer, was to include a direct quote in her 
final body paragraph. He said, “In the original, with the third body paragraph, she didn’t use one. 
I remember calling her on this in class, too. I said, ‘You know, we need to go further, we need to 
provide evidence.’” In discussing Janae’s final essay, he highlighted this as an area of 
improvement: “One thing that makes it stronger is that she used multiple quotes per paragraph 
for evidence with multiple pieces of analysis.” Although this statement does mention analysis, it 
also illustrates how Mike treated textual citation as a numbers game, with the expectation that 
students had to use a certain volume of textual evidence to support their claims adequately. 
Mike also stressed other superficial dimensions of evidence use, such as formatting 
citations properly and placing them appropriately in the paragraph. For example, in discussing 
Nico’s mid-scoring essay, he observed, “Right off the bat, I noticed that basically Nico starts off 
with a quote in his first body paragraph, which I don’t think is the most effective way to set up 
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an analytical essay.” Like Tess, Mike often used vague language to discuss the evidence students 
used, without additional explanation. As a typical example, take this feedback to high scorer 
Janae: “I thought this was a nice use of evidence, pretty deftly handled.” Or in reference to Eric’s 
low-scoring essay, he said, “‘Declining rates of literary reading’ – good. Dead-on quote. Solid 
evidence.” Thus, while Mike clearly had criteria for “good” evidence, this was not articulated in 
his feedback to students. The fact that both Tess and Mike placed a high premium on students 
using evidence to support their claims may reflect the influence of the CCSS or their own 
disciplinary orientations. Given how highly they valued this skill, it is notable that their 
expectations for what counted as adequate or relevant evidence remained largely tacit. 
Use of Language 
 The final skill that teachers stressed in their think aloud feedback was using language 
effectively and adhering to conventions of Standard English grammar. As discussed in Chapter 
5, the various rubrics teachers used encompassed different expectations for students’ language 
use. Resultantly, teachers had somewhat different allowances for the grammar errors they would 
overlook and they weighted mechanics differently in scoring. Overall, Mike placed a higher 
value on accurate grammar than the other teachers. This may reflect the fact that he taught a high 
population of ELLs. However, all teachers indicated that they cared about writing mechanics 
such as capitalization and punctuation. This is interesting to consider given the time-sensitive 
nature of the test administration. It suggests that, although the testing conditions were such that 
students were only creating a first draft, teachers expected a product more in line with what 
would be produced in later stages of the writing process. Indeed, this disconnect in expectations 
is a common criticism of scoring criteria for high-stakes assessments (e.g. Smagorinsky, 2010). 
 All teachers identified student errors in punctuation and capitalization. As a rule, this 
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feedback was targeted towards low-scoring students who were also multilingual, with a direct 
correspondence between poor mechanics and poor performance on the rubric. For example, Tess 
commented on the writing of Keeghan, who was an ELL: 
Lots of run-on sentences, missing commas, fragments, a lot of repetition of “also.” Like 
this one sentence here: “Also, around the house things are not the same without her mom 
around, so it is awkward in a way, also she does not feel like she can really talk to her dad 
like she did with her mom because she feels as if he puts his books ahead of her.” 
Here, Tess points to several weaknesses in Keeghan’s technical writing skills. She suggests the 
grammar, which she later described as “incomprehensible,” was a barrier to understanding the 
student’s ideas. She said, “I’d have to be really blind about the other stuff, or I’d have to be 
filling in the blanks, because the language was also garbled, it made it really hard for me to even 
understand what he was saying.” 
 In a similar fashion, Mike saw Eric’s poor grammar skills as an obstacle for readers. He 
read aloud from Eric’s essay, narrating corrections to his grammar (denoted in brackets): 
“One way that Carter build [add s] his argument is by using evidence to support his 
claims. One of Carter’s claim [add s] is that the range has been acknowledged by 
president [add s] in the past and present. In the text it states ‘In 1960 president Dwight D. 
Eisenhower established the original 8.9 million acre Arctic National Wildlife Range to 
preserve its unique wildlife, wilderness and recreational values.’ Carter use [add s] this 
fact to support his claim to show that the past president has considered this area to be 
extremely precious and has given everything it need. The range was given more land and 
restriction where certain development were [was] restricted, allowing it to grow 
continuously without disturbance. By using facts to support his claim, Carter build [add 
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s] an argument.” Okay, I don’t even know what I just read, and I don’t know if it’s 
because I’m a little fried at this point, or because it was just a little diffuse. 
This example highlights a few key features of Mike’s feedback in this area. First is his tendency 
to make direct corrections on students’ writing to fix grammar mistakes. Like Tess, Mike also 
indicates that the writer’s poor grammar impeded him from understanding what he was reading. 
Mike’s perception of the writing as “diffuse” disregards the strengths of the piece – such as the 
use of complex vocabulary and inclusion of a quote as evidence. It also fails to account for the 
analytical insight Eric provides about the text regarding the author’s use of rhetorical tools. 
 By contrast, Jaclyn was less likely to discuss student’s grammar issues without 
prompting. She made allowances for errors as long as they did not detract from the meaning of 
the piece. Commenting on an essay about Angry Birds by Anna, her low scorer, she said, “I don’t 
know if ‘pig land’ should be capital, or if it’s a place. I haven’t read it, so I don’t know. Then, 
just commas and ‘ands’ being put together. A few small spelling mistakes. Truly with an ‘e.’ 
Very little grammatical errors.” Jaclyn recognized that there were “small” errors, related to 
capitalization and punctuation, and did not penalize ELLs for these lapses. More frequently, 
Jaclyn commented on students’ word choice and vocabulary. “I’m not really impressed with the 
vocab in general of my students,” she said. “There aren’t many spelling or punctuation errors, 
but it’s also not wowing me, like ‘That was a really great use of that word.’” She also noted the 
trend in students’ writing of “not using specific language.” For example, when Dayana used the 
word “basically,” Jaclyn joked that it “made her skin crawl.” She explained, “That’s a word they 
use a lot, like when you’re not really sure what you’re saying, you use ‘basically’ because you 
don’t know how to explain it in a more clear way.” That is, Jaclyn valued deliberate and varied 
use of vocabulary that enabled students to express their ideas in more complex, precise ways. 
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These examples offer two different perspectives on students’ language use and two 
different conceptualizations of good writing. Jaclyn thought in terms of how language functioned 
in the service of idea development, while Tess and Mike framed language use as an impediment 
to the expression of ideas. Participants’ quotes also capture the disconnect on standardized 
assessments between writing as a process and as a product. While teachers thought about writing 
as a process and often approached giving feedback to students as if the essay was a final draft, 
the writing situation was time-bound and only allowed for students to engage with the initial 
stages of the writing process. The fact that teachers persisted in correcting students’ grammar 
and mechanics in light of this may reflect their perceptions of the standards students would be 
held to on the assessments. It also suggests that teachers may default to correcting students’ 
grammar because it is a quick and easy aspect of students’ writing to evaluate. 
Importantly, the unified nature of teachers’ feedback stood in contrast to the variation in 
instructional strategies teachers used, which I discussed in the prior section. It is notable that the 
similar trends in teachers’ feedback existed despite the differences in the writing assessments 
themselves. This is to suggest that the particularized dimension of teachers’ knowledge – their 
reform knowledge and their relational knowledge – did not translate to their writing feedback, 
which was more generic and reflected a one-size-fits-all set of expectations for students. These 
findings point to the specter of standardized writing assessment as a tacit and hegemonic 
influence on teachers’ expectations for students writing. They reveal that accountability 
structures like high-stakes exams constrain teacher agency even in contexts where they have 
minimal consequences, in ways that are more normative than regulative, but with no less of an 
impact on students’ learning. They also indicate that because the classroom remains a “black 
box” in school reform (Correnti & Rowan, 2007) – that is, because instruction is not easily 
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visible or often scrutinized – it functions as a private space outside of the policy paradigm. In this 
sense, the classroom can be thought of as both a safe haven, where teachers have the freedom to 
pursue their own instructional aims, and an uncharted territory, where poor instruction can go 
unnoticed. By comparison, high-stakes assessments are control mechanisms that in their public 
nature render teachers vulnerable to the pressures of policy mandates and limit their autonomy. 
Conclusion 
 In this chapter, I made the argument that English teachers drew on two particularized 
dimensions of their professional knowledge, what I termed ”reform knowledge” and “relational 
knowledge,” to achieve agency in implementation of the Adams writing initiative. I showed that 
reliance on relational knowledge at the classroom level contributed to variation in the strategies 
teachers used to make the writing initiative a meaningful part of their classroom writing 
instruction. By contrast, reliance on reform knowledge resulted in uniform feedback on students’ 
writing which reflected the constraints of high-stakes writing assessment. I asserted that both 
these dimensions of teachers’ professional knowledge and, consequently, the possibilities for 
agentive action, were bounded by the larger institutional and policy context. 
 Overall, these findings point to professional agency as necessary condition for successful 
reform. What emerges is a picture of teachers as guardians of the classroom, who, rather than 
being “mindless soldiers of curriculum” (Palmer & Rangel, 2011, p. 364), act in ways that 
preserve the integrity of their own instruction. The particularized knowledge teachers drew from 
in implementing the writing initiative cannot be replicated or standardized; it is by nature 
experiential. The findings also highlight the creativity and innovation of teachers, who showed 
ingenuity in how they navigated and circumvented various constraints in their environment to 
craft instruction that they perceived to be the best interest of their students. This is to suggest that 
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implementation is a potentially generative space for teachers as policy mediators, whose situated 
knowledge essentially determines the success or failure of school reform. This is especially true 
in the case of writing reform, given the socially- and contextually-embedded nature of writing. 
At the same time, there are limitations to professional knowledge that is localized and 
context-specific. The data capture how particularized knowledge can result in variation in 
implementation. They also indicate the extent to which teacher agency may come at the expense 
of student agency. While teachers strove to make the writing initiative meaningful, in doing so, 
they still functioned within frames of standardization and accountability, which shaped both their 
beliefs about good writing and the pedagogical strategies they employed. Ultimately, this worked 
to narrow the possibilities for students’ writing. In their classroom instruction and in their 
feedback, teachers stressed skills that would get results on high-stakes writing assessments. 
While they were transparent about the demands of the assessments with students, they did not 
interrogate the social importance ascribed to the assessments within the larger policy system or 
the culturally-specific practices they privileged. The premise of standardized writing instruction 
as an essential component of the culture of schooling was left intact. That is, the knowledge 
teachers drew from reflected the constraints of the institutional context. Without a wider frame of 
reference, teachers lacked both a foundation to imagine alternatives outside of this system and 
the pedagogical means to pursue these alternatives. 
Consequently, these findings beg questions about how to broaden teachers’ professional 
knowledge for writing in ways that allow them to think outside the policy system. For example, 
how can teachers help students recognize the equity issues at stake in standardized writing 
assessments? What understandings would better equip teachers to build students’ capacities as 
agentive writers? These questions are taken up in the final chapter of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Envisioning Teachers as Policymakers: Implications for Research, Policy, and Practice 
The future of standards-based education reform is in flux. The Every Student Succeeds 
Act (ESSA; 2015), which took full effect during the 2017-2018 school year, substantially 
weakened federal control over education policy on everything from testing to teacher quality, 
reconfiguring accountability to the state and local levels. Market-driven reform efforts to 
privatize and voucherize public schools have continued to erode the federal role in education 
under the Trump administration. Concomitant with these trends, public appetite for national 
standards is low. On the surface, the CCSS appear to have been a failure. An Education Week 
review found that there was barely a mention of the standards in states’ new plans to implement 
ESSA (Klein, 2017). The number of state CCSS repeal bills tracked by the National Conference 
of State Legislatures has now passed 700 (Pullmann, 2017). Parents around the country are 
pushing back against the CCSS by refusing to let their children take the aligned standardized 
tests as the so-called “Opt Out” movement continues to gather steam. In New York last year, for 
example, one in five parents actively excluded their children from the state test (New York State 
Education Department, 2018). In response, the federal government has indicated that high opt-
out rates could affect state funding. Faced with this pressure, 25 of the 46 states that initially 
adopted the CCSS have either rejected or revised the standards (Sawchuk, 2017). Politicians and 
pundits now talk about the CCSS as a thankfully short-lived disaster. 
Digging deeper, however, there is reason to believe that the impact of the standards may 
be more far-reaching than public discourse suggests. A recent analysis of CCSS revisions in nine 
states (Abt Associates, 2017) showed that the changes largely involved wording clarification and 
adding to the current standards with specific grade-level skills. For ELA, only 23% of the 
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standards were changed, while 77 remained the same. The states also added fewer new standards 
in ELA than in math, with only six new ELA standards added across the nine states. The report 
concluded that the adjustments made did not drastically alter the CCSS, as only one percent 
related to deleting standards, while 68.5% of revisions were clarification based. Likewise, while 
most states have dropped out of the PARCC and SBAC assessment consortia (Gewertz, 2017), 
developers of new state tests have integrated aspects of these assessments in significant ways. 
The new Massachusetts Comprehensive Assessment System achievement test for example, 
labeled the “MCAS 2.0,” is now computerized and the writing tasks are text-based rather than 
open response, asking students to compare and contrast passages in a similar fashion to what was 
required by the PARCC.  
All this is to say that while the CCSS and aligned tests have been renamed and rebranded, 
they have not been eliminated. As Supovitz, Daly, and Del Fresno (2018) have observed, the 
CCSS continue to be a lightning rod in public debates as a proxy for larger, education-related 
social issues. The major shifts called for by the standards, particularly those related to writing, 
which were the subject of this dissertation, are very much at play in terms of classroom 
instruction. These shifts include a focus on writing across disciplines and an interest in 
argumentation, trends which continue to dominate current state standards (Troia et al., 2016). 
Arguably, the standards’ emphasis on evaluating sources and warranting claims with evidence 
has taken on a new importance in this era of “fake news,” partisan media coverage, and 
ubiquitous social media. However, the standards’ impact on student learning remains largely 
unproven. At the present time, scores for the most recent National Assessment of Educational 
Progress writing assessment, which was administered in 2017, have yet to be released. These 
data will be telling in terms of the impact of the CCSS writing standards and are sure to lead the 
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policy conversation in new, unpredictable directions. 
It is impossible to discuss the current state of education without also acknowledging that 
teacher unrest has been on the rise. In 2018, we saw a wave of teacher walk-outs and strikes 
across the nation, garnering major media attention in states like West Virginia, Oklahoma, 
Arizona, Kentucky, Colorado, and North Carolina. As I am writing this chapter, a strike of 
300,000 public school teachers in Los Angeles has shut down the country’s second largest public 
school system, highlighting shockingly large class sizes and a shortage of nurses and guidance 
counselors across the district (Medina, Arango, Goldstein, & Keene, 2019). Most of the states 
where protests have occurred are right-to-work states experiencing the steepest cuts in school 
funding and the erosion of teacher pay and benefits. Since teachers in these states are less likely 
to have collective bargaining rights and district contracts, they are seeking change at the state 
level, effectively making these strikes and walk-outs mass political protests in the service of 
broad reforms to public policy (Karp & Sanchez, 2018). This has put teachers front and center in 
the fight against inequity in public schooling. Teachers have taken arms against reforms they see 
as harmful to them and their students, including corporate interests seeking to privatize education 
and defund public schools and alternative teacher certification programs working to deregulate 
and deprofessionalize teaching (“Pedagogic Protests,” 2018). This growing unrest lays bare the 
struggle between those inside the classroom, who know the realities of their working conditions, 
and those outside the classroom, attempting to control teachers’ professional lives. It makes 
visible the ways teachers view themselves as champions for their students and offers a reminder 
that teaching is in many ways inseparable from political activism. 
Against this backdrop, the aim of this dissertation was to explore how English teachers at 
one urban high school made sense of their school’s attempt to improve students’ writing through 
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the use of discipline-specific, CCSS-aligned common writing assessments. I began my study 
with the assumption that, while national educational policy has placed all teachers under 
increased pressure to raise students’ writing achievement, little is known about teachers’ 
perceptions of this policy or how it is influencing their classroom instruction. In other words, 
teachers’ perspectives on education reform – and writing reform, in particular – continue to be 
neglected in policy conversations (Palmer & Rangel, 2011). To address this need, I treated the 
writing initiative as a microcosm of the challenges related to localized school reform and larger 
concerns around standardization and high-stakes testing. Focusing on the English department as 
my unit of analysis allowed me to take a situated perspective in line with my interest in the 
sociocultural dimensions of school reform, writing, and teacher learning. 
This dissertation makes the overarching argument that Adams School English teachers’ 
sense-making about the Common Writing Assessment initiative was individualized and heavily 
mediated by the standardized writing assessments they used. In the absence of a coherent vision 
for the writing initiative or structures to support negotiation of meaning around the assessments, 
teachers engaged in localized implementation of the writing initiative consistent with their 
established writing instruction and their students’ perceived needs. 
In Chapter 4 of this dissertation, I focused on the writing initiative at the school level. I 
drew on Spillane et al.’s (2002) sense-making theory to make the argument that lack of 
coherence between how the writing initiative was represented to teachers and the organizational 
structures in place to support its implementation prevented teachers from investing in the 
initiative. I identified a lack of coherence at the representational level, in terms of the messaging 
about the initiative in the school environment, and at the situational level, since organizational 
factors worked against streamlined implementation of the initiative. I termed the lack of 
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alignment between reform infrastructure and the underlying logic of the initiative the “coherence 
gap,” underscoring that this compromised teachers’ investment in the initiative. 
In Chapter 5, I explored the influence of the writing initiative on the Adams English 
department by examining the departmental discourse around writing. Taking up Wenger’s (1998) 
concept of “boundary objects,” I showed that the departmental discourse was heavily mediated 
by two components of the standardized writing assessments teachers used in the writing 
initiative: the learning standards with which the assessments were aligned and the standardized 
writing rubrics. I argued that the assessments worked both to confuse and to constrain the 
discourse about writing in the department. As these assessments were not indigenous to the 
department, their use involved a process I termed “recontextualization” to recover shared 
meaning. I demonstrated how teachers recontextualized the assessments in ways congruent with 
their teaching environment to make meaning of the social practices which they represented. 
Finally, in Chapter 6, I examined implementation of the writing initiative at the 
classroom level, focusing on two dimensions of teachers’ practice: their descriptions of 
classroom instruction and the feedback they provided to students on writing initiative 
assessments. Integrating ideas from both Spillane et al. (2002) and Wenger (1998), I made the 
argument that teachers relied on two particularized dimensions of their professional knowledge – 
what I called their “reform knowledge” and their “relational knowledge” – to exercise agency in 
implementation. I showed how teachers applied this knowledge in the instructional strategies 
they used to align the initiative with their classroom writing instruction and in their writing 
feedback, which they leveraged to prepare students for high-stakes assessments. I suggested that 
teachers achieved a higher level of agency in their instruction than in their feedback because the 
privacy of the classroom afforded them the safety to act on their particularized knowledge. 
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Given the context I presented at the beginning of this section, it is clear that the relevance 
of this dissertation extends beyond the CCCS era. These findings offer some insight into 
essential dilemmas of school reform, and the reform of writing instruction in particular, as 
experienced by scholars, policymakers, and educators. The implications of the Adams English 
department’s response to the school’s writing initiative for the research, policy, and practice of 
writing reform are the focus of this chapter. In what follows, I first discuss the implications of 
my study for research on teachers’ professional knowledge, literacy, and educational change writ 
large. I also highlight specific methodological considerations suggested by the design of my 
study. Then, I explore my study’s implications for policy and policymakers, offering specific 
critiques of the CCSS and aligned high-stakes assessments. I emphasize the importance of 
including teachers’ voices more prominently in policy conversations. Finally, I consider the 
implications of this dissertation for teachers and school leaders, foregrounding my own practice 
as a district-level curriculum coordinator. I conclude with broad recommendations to support the 
implementation of education reform at the local level. 
Implications for Research 
 This dissertation has several important implications for education researchers. In 
particular, the theoretical framework I relied on helped me to theorize several new concepts that 
will be valuable in the study of school reform as well as literacy. As I have shown, my 
theoretical framework integrated two sources: Spillane et al.’s (2002) work on sense-making and 
Wenger’s (1998) notion of communities of practice. In Chapter 2, I highlighted several reasons 
for combining these perspectives. I predicted that applying Wenger’s ideas would illuminate the 
social mechanisms by which sense-making occurs. I also hoped that Wenger’s work would help 
me to reposition sense-making research – which often privileges the viewpoints of policymakers 
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and perpetuates deficit perspectives on teachers’ knowledge – with teachers at the center. In both 
these senses, I believe my study makes a unique theoretical contribution. 
One theoretical contribution of this study is my use of Wenger’s idea of “boundary 
objects.” My treatment of assessments as boundary objects is not unique in the literature (Cobb 
et al., 2009; Moss et al., 2008; Nolen et al., 2011), but I hold that this lens has been underutilized 
and understudied given the central importance of high-stakes assessments in the current policy 
environment. A targeted search of several research databases using the key words “assessment” 
and “boundary object,” for example, produces only the three citations above. Moreover, my 
concept of “recontextualization,” which I used to describe how boundary objects are reframed 
and reinterpreted as they move across communities of practice, is highly useful to the study of 
reform initiatives, since reform almost always originates outside of teachers’ most immediate 
professional communities. Given that the research findings suggest standardized assessments are 
only as “objective” as the humans scoring them, “recontextualization” offers theoretical grounds 
for considering assessment as a social practice, which is a generative avenue to pursue in future 
research. This study also highlight how teacher learning is textually mediated by boundary 
objects like assessments which work, for better or worse, to shape social interaction. These 
findings beg questions about the potential of different textual artifacts to structure social 
interactions in ways that are strong – with meaning and significance that is clearly understood – 
versus weak, or more context-dependent. What might the qualities of such artifacts be, and how 
might they be used most effectively? Deeper understanding is needed about how the language of 
boundary objects and the social importance with which they are imbued work to support or 
constrain their use in individual and collective ways. 
The methods I relied on in this dissertation also point to several implications for the 
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design of future education research. My study suggests the need for localized approaches to 
studying school reform which open up the “black box” of instruction (Correnti & Rowan, 2007) 
and allow for deeper insights into the mechanism at play in reform implementation. More 
specifically, they underscore the value of treating the department – rather than the school, 
classroom, or individual student or teacher – as an important unit of analysis when inquiring into 
reform implementation. While the literature suggests unequivocally that teacher learning is a 
social enterprise (Russ, Sherin, & Sherin, 2016) and heavily mediated by departmental structures 
at the secondary level (McGregor, 2004; Siskin, 1994), rarely has research focused on teacher 
interactions within these structures. These findings indicate that the ways secondary school 
departments create or stymie opportunities for teacher learning and the ways teachers do or do 
not affiliate themselves with departments as disciplinary communities directly determine how 
education reform is taken up in classrooms. Formal and informal interactions with departmental 
colleagues define teachers day-to-day professional experiences. Therefore, future methods would 
do well to consider the secondary school department as a learning organization (Honig, 2006), 
tracing the trajectory of knowledge development over time and in response to shifts in the policy 
environment through the discourse and social interactions of its members. 
 Likewise, these findings highlight the think aloud (e.g. van Someren, Barnard, & 
Sandberg, 1994) as an underutilized and powerful tool for studying teacher cognition which has 
not been applied in research on sense-making. Prior literacy research with think aloud protocols 
has explored the relationship between speech and thinking in research interactions (e.g. 
Smagorinsky, 1998), but rarely have think alouds been applied to the study of teacher cognition. 
As these findings capture, particularly in Chapter 6, teachers’ understanding of reform cannot be 
inferred based solely on observation of their instruction. Teachers may use the same 
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implementation strategies with very different rationales for doing so. Thus, to fully understand 
teachers’ interpretation of education policy and how it influences their instructional decision-
making requires research tools that can elicit the logic behind teachers’ implementation. While 
my utilization of think alouds in this study was limited for logistical reasons to conducting 
protocols retrospectively, deeper insight into teachers’ thinking could be garnered by asking 
them to articulate their thought process while using artifacts in the moment. This would allow for 
more authentic responses, less constrained by the social dimensions of the research scenario. As 
the teachers in this study indicated, the think aloud protocols also worked as reflective tools for 
teachers, requiring them to revisit their writing feedback in ways that shifted their views about 
students’ writing abilities. Further exploration of the relationship between teachers’ engagement 
with researchers’ tools and teachers’ own learning process would be illuminating. 
 As a final methodological consideration, this study legitimizes qualitative research 
traditions that embrace the insider-outsider position as a space of creative tension, rather than 
attempting to dichotomize (Fay, 1996). To my mind, the strength of this study as a whole is 
attributable to the openness of my research participants. In some moments, I found their 
statements shocking in their candor. At other times, I was overwhelmed by their emotional 
responses, which resonated with me deeply based on my own experience as an educator. 
Throughout the entire process, I felt privileged to have their trust, vulnerability, and friendship. 
The responsibility of representing their perspectives accurately, comprehensively, and 
compassionately has weighed on me as no small burden. I believe that the “realness” of my data 
– to use one participant’s term – is due entirely to the relationships I built during my time 
working at the Adams School. My deep understanding of the school context was essential to my 
analysis. More importantly, the fact that my participants knew me first in a different capacity as a 
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principal intern diminished the limitations of the researcher role in a way that was generative. 
This is a particular consideration in the study of school reform, which is a power-laden 
enterprise; teachers may rightly perceive participation in such studies to have potentially 
negative consequences for their personal and professional lives. My participants’ authentic and 
unfiltered responses would not have been possible had I been an outsider to the setting. While as 
a researcher, I aimed to systematically track and curb my own biases and assumptions, I come 
away from this study even more convinced that research is never neutral – and indeed, it should 
not aspire to be. I hold that these findings capture the power of methodologies foregrounding 
empathy with teachers’ perspectives, rather than merely treating them as objects of study. 
In a similar vein, this dissertation also has implications for the theorization and study of 
teacher knowledge in education research. My data remind us, in short, that teachers know things: 
a fact that it is often easy to forget in the current policy climate. While teachers’ knowledge may 
not always align with what reformers or school leaders wish them to know, I conclude that this 
knowledge is no less vital to students’ success. In Chapter 6, I identified two new dimensions of 
teachers’ professional knowledge that I argued strongly inform how teachers implement school 
reform, what I called their “reform knowledge” and their “relational knowledge.” The key point 
here is that this knowledge is particularized. It cannot be standardized or replicated, as it is by 
nature experiential, based on each teacher’s unique interactions with her students. This is a 
different conceptualization of professional knowledge than those currently dominating in policy 
debates (Cochran-Smith et al., 2018) and in many traditional and non-traditional teacher 
education programs (Zeichner, 2017), reflecting underlying assumptions that a knowledge base 
for teaching can be codified, taught, and assessed. By contrast, my study suggests that the 
dimensions of teachers’ knowledge most strongly influencing teachers’ instructional decision-
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making are individualized and context-specific. This knowledge is shaped by teachers’ 
classroom interactions over time and also incorporates aspects of teachers’ identities, 
dispositions, and life experiences, which determine how they relate to students and how they 
respond to larger institutional structures and aims. 
Importantly, these ways of knowing do not fit within a frame of standards reform because 
they are not easily codified or measured. It is for this reason, I would argue, that they have not 
been valued in current policy debates. How can the nature of a teacher-student relationship be 
quantified? How does one prepare teachers to effectively build relationships with their students? 
How can teachers navigate the accountability paradigm of high-stakes assessment without losing 
sight of their students as people? These questions call for new and different epistemological 
perspectives to be integrated into research on teachers’ professional knowledge. 
While writing this dissertation, I have been engaged in a book study of bell hook’s 
Teaching to Transgress (1994) with a group of teachers in my role as Curriculum Coordinator of 
Middle School Literacy for the Newton Public Schools. The timing has been serendipitous, as I 
have found that the feminist perspectives articulated in the book speak directly to this need. 
hook's work, and that of other intersectional feminist scholars, seeks to elevate the status of 
experiential knowledge to be on par with theoretical knowledge generated through classically 
positivist means in traditional academic settings – epistemologies and spaces that have long been 
off-limits to oppressed and marginalized groups. Feminist epistemologies foreground 
relationship building and an individual’s agency to know and give name to her experience in a 
way that legitimizes and values these perspectives on their own terms. Such a lens has often been 
applied to indigenous ways of knowing which are not privileged by Western society (e.g. Semali 
& Kincheloe, 1999). This is not to suggest that teachers are an oppressed or marginalized group 
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in the same capacity as indigenous peoples. However, the precarious status of the teaching 
profession is inexorably linked to larger social and structural inequities of race, class, and gender 
(Goldstein, 2015). My study clearly demonstrates the extent that current policy conditions work 
to curtail teacher agency and coerce teachers into action against their better professional 
judgment, often in ways that are detrimental to students’ learning. As Costigan (2018) has 
suggested, recent policy mandates have rendered teachers unable to teach the content they wish 
or to use the pedagogies they believe to be effective. Pursuing feminist epistemologies in 
research on teacher knowledge is one way to push back against reforms that deprofessionalize 
teachers and devalue teachers’ perspectives. Notably, taking a feminist stance does not mean 
simply endorsing everything that a teacher says or wants. What it does mean, however, is 
recognizing that all knowledge is socially constructed and legitimized based on larger structures 
of power. It means that we, as researchers, should engage with all different forms of knowledge 
and seek to understand the generation of knowledge in context. This conceptualization of teacher 
knowledge also has direct implications for education policy, as I discuss next. 
Implications for Policy 
To begin this dissertation, I made the argument that there was a need for more research 
on school reform at the local level because the perspectives of classroom teachers have been 
neglected in the policy domain. Policy decisions directly impacting teachers' day-to-day work 
and professional lives continually fail to account for their knowledge and experience in doing so 
(Stern, 2016). The paradox of education policy is that it considers teachers to be both the 
problem and the solution: teachers, as implementing agents of school reform, are simultaneously 
the objects of reform and the agents of change (Cochran-Smith, 2006). Teachers’ central 
responsibility for implementing school reform has been widely acknowledged (McLaughlin, 
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2013; Spillane, 2004; Tyack & Cuban, 1995), since “instruction neither exists in a vacuum, nor 
is it enacted by programmable machines” (Sykes & Wilson, 2016, p. 851). And yet, reform 
agendas are often premised on the assumption that poorly-trained, lazy, or insubordinate teachers 
are responsible for the failures of the education system (Kumashiro, 2012). These agendas may 
be driven by politicians and venture philanthropists with little to no teaching experience 
(Ravitch, 2014). The current U.S. Secretary of Education, Betsy DeVos, is a case in point. The 
key take-away from this dissertation for policymakers, then, is that education reform cannot be 
successful without centering teachers’ professional knowledge and their commitments to their 
students. In this section, I elaborate on my study’s implications for current policy initiatives and 
education policy more broadly. 
My study offers important insights about what teachers see as the affordances and 
limitations of new federal education policy such as the CCSS and aligned high-stakes 
assessments. The concerns teachers raised about the CCSS’ vague language, denseness, and 
unsuitability for their students, for example, are not unfamiliar criticisms of learning standards 
(e.g. Coburn, 2004; Montgomery, 2012). This suggests that the CCSS are actually not as much of 
a change from prior reform as policymakers may have hoped. Concerns about teachers’ capacity 
to understand and act on the “major shifts” (e.g. Applebee, 2013) called for by the standards, 
particularly in terms of writing instruction, may be overstated. As I have shown, the fact that 
teachers did not meaningfully incorporate the standards into their instruction indicates a problem 
with how the standards were written and represented to teachers more so than with their 
knowledge about writing. Arguably, teachers’ own expectations for students’ writing exceeded 
the expectations of the CCSS. A major take-away for policymakers, then, is the idea that 
standards may actually work to limit students’ learning, moving them towards the lowest 
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common denominator. While the participants had the luxury at a high-performing school like 
Adams to disregard the CCSS, these findings beg questions about the negative consequences for 
students at underperforming schools when teachers are under pressure to adhere to overly-
simplistic standards. My data also confirm research concluding that CCSS implementation has 
not been adequately messaged or supported (Hodge & Benko, 2014; Thompson et al., 2016). 
There was clearly a dearth of CCSS-aligned instructional materials or meaningful PD around the 
CCSS at Adams. It is not surprising, then, that teachers largely ignored the standards.  
In a similar vein, teachers’ critiques of the standardized writing assessments they used as 
overly-simplistic, culturally- and linguistically-biased, and disconnected from classroom 
instruction are all common in the literature (e.g. Ruecker et al., 2015; Smagorinsky, 2010). The 
fact that teachers offered similar criticisms regardless of the specific writing assessments they 
used indicate that so-called “next generation” assessments like the PARCC exam, which has 
been framed in policy discourse as more rigorous and more authentic than legacy on-demand 
writing assessments (Behizadeh & Pang, 2016), may be a marginal improvement at best.  
Overall, these findings suggest that teachers’ ambivalence about current education 
reforms should be taken seriously. Too often, researchers and policymakers alike have dismissed 
teacher resistance to new education policy by assuming it reflects a lack of understanding about 
the policy or a resentment of top-down authority (Spillane et al., 2002). By contrast, my analysis 
suggests that the policy, not the teachers, may be the problem. It indicates that teachers may 
disregard and reject policy when it oversimplifies complex dimensions of their professional 
knowledge or does not account for the needs of their individual students. In the case of the 
CCSS, for example, teachers’ own understandings about writing in their discipline were more 
nuanced than the standards could capture, leading teachers to view them as limiting. 
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The problem arises from the fact that education policy continues to be designed by those 
outside of education without consideration of teachers’ perspectives. This idea is key to 
understanding why neither the standards nor the assessments aligned with teachers’ own 
professional knowledge. It is worth recalling that teachers directly expressed frustration over the 
lack of teacher voice in policy construction. While the designers of the CCSS claimed to involve 
teachers in their creation (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012), participants were skeptical about this. 
And rightfully so: A report from the libertarian Heartland Institute (2011) detailed how the CCSS 
writers were not classroom teachers; nor did the initial work groups include many K-12 
educators. Although teachers were able to submit comments as the standards were developed, 
there is no indication that these comments were reviewed or incorporated into the final product 
because only a summary was released to the public. This lack of transparency has exacerbated 
educator frustration about the standards (Pullmann, 2017). 
The debate over creation of the CCSS surfaces long-standing tensions in education policy 
over who gets to determine what students learn and who is best positioned to identify students’ 
needs. Overwhelmingly, education policy has elevated the knowledge of experts over that of 
practitioners. In other words, knowledge for teaching is generated outside of the classroom 
(Cochan-Smith & Lytle, 1993). By contrast, these findings suggest that the efficacy of 
implementation actually depends on the particularized knowledge to which teachers have unique 
and privileged access. While education policy decisions continue to be made by outsiders, this 
dissertation offers a compelling case for more intentional inclusion of teachers in the 
policymaking process. It highlights teachers’ integral roles as arbiters of school reform, who 
have both the professional expertise and the ethical imperative to work for change in ways that 
are equitable as well as effective. To take up the policy paradox of teachers as both the problem 
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and the solution in education reform, a teacher-driven policy agenda would empower teachers 
themselves to identify problems in their own schools and to generate the solution for these 
problems within their local community. 
Additionally, my data indicate that the accountability systems underlying policy matter 
greatly. At a school level, this was apparent in the different ways teachers worked to game the 
system around the writing initiative to meet the requirements of their teacher evaluations. 
However, the influence of larger accountability pressures was also evident. While teachers 
mostly ignored the CCSS, their implementation of the writing initiative was heavily influenced 
by the high stakes tied to the standardized assessments they used. Teachers’ focus on superficial 
elements like 5-paragraph structure and mechanics in their feedback contrasted with the rich, 
situated departmental discourse about writing. This disconnect evinces the constraining impact of 
the policy environment on teachers’ expectations for students’ writing. Notably, my data indicate 
that teachers did not equate formulaic or technically-accurate writing with good writing. Rather, 
their interest in conventional essay structure and language use reflected the hegemonic influence 
of high-stakes writing assessments that value form over substance (Hillocks, 2002). This 
influence dominated teachers’ own professional judgment and subsumed the richer departmental 
discourse. Put another way, teachers deferred to the policy discourse as authoritative. 
The trend in this study of teachers’ deferring to the policy discourse is especially 
important for policymakers to grapple with in light of the fact that Adams served a high-
achieving population of students who gave little cause for concern in terms of performance on 
the state exam. As a thought experiment, it is worth considering what teachers’ feedback might 
have looked like at a school in turn-around status – that is, a school that would be shut down if 
students’ test scores did not improve. How much more rigid and formulaic might it have been? 
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The constraining influence of high-stakes assessments on curriculum and instruction as well as 
student motivation to learn has been well-documented across subject areas (Au, 2012; Milner, 
2013; Nichols & Berliner, 2007). In its uniqueness, the Adams school underscores the specter of 
high-stakes assessment as a tacit influence on teachers’ expectations for students, even in 
contexts where these assessments matter minimally, in ways that are more normative than 
regulative, but with no less deleterious consequences for students’ learning. 
This dissertation also offers up particular considerations for the focus on writing as a 
historically thorny and neglected area in education policy (NCW, 2003). At present, the 
momentum around improving students’ writing skills, attributable to the CCSS, continues to 
drive reform conversations. Even as the standards themselves have been rebranded and 
repurposed (Shober, 2016), concerns with readiness for college writing and writing across 
disciplines still dominates policy debates. The reform of writing instruction remains persistently 
difficult, in part because writing itself is difficult. Cognitive researchers understand writing as a 
multi-dimensional interplay of information-processing sequences (MacArthur & Graham, 2015), 
while sociocultural researchers treat writing as situated and context-embedded (e.g. Freedman et 
al., 2016). What this study reveals is that current writing policy does not account for the full 
complexity of writing as either a social or a cognitive process. Complex views of writing do not 
translate well to one-dimensional policy levers like standards or high-stakes assessments. 
Context matters, arguably more so for writing than any other academic skill. To promote scoring 
reliability, standardized writing assessments compromise validity, since consistency among 
scorers is most easily achievable through simple writing rubrics. To use a term I theorized in this 
dissertation, the successful implementation of writing policy depends on teachers’ capacity to 
recontextualize the policy – that is, to ascribe meaning and significance to the social practices it 
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represents. In other words, it depends on both teachers’ knowledge of writing more broadly and, 
in a more particularized sense, of how to transfer this knowledge to the classroom context.  
Throughout this study, writing reform emerged as a potentially generative space for 
teachers as policy mediators, who resourcefully and strategically navigated the constraints of the 
system to exercise agency in implementation. While educational policies often strive to remove 
teacher agency – through instructional programs that rely on scripts and strict pacing guides, for 
example (e.g. Achinstein & Ogawa, 2006) – my study suggests that trying to control teachers’ 
actions and remove their agency is unwise, if not downright impossible. To policymakers, I 
would argue that teacher agency is something to be embraced rather than stifled, as teachers’ 
particularized knowledge must be capitalized on to ensure the success of future writing reform. 
My argument here speaks to an ongoing paradigm shift in thinking about reform 
implementation. Historically, implementation has been treated in research and in policy from a 
technical rational perspective, which places a premium on planning, organization, and control, 
treating fidelity to implementation as the ultimate goal (Datnow, 2008). Following this line of 
thinking, the causal arrow of change travels in one direction – from active, thoughtful designers 
to passive, pragmatic implementers. Again, the expertise and knowledge for reform exists at the 
highest levels of the system. However, my analysis shows that fidelity may not be a desirable or 
even a feasible goal with respect to writing reform, lending weight to the treatment of reform 
implementation as a process co-construction (e.g. Mehan, Hubbard, & Datnow, 2010). Co-
construction approaches imbed implementation in multiple layers of social, institutional, and 
political context, with the lever of change working in many directions. Individuals at the local 
level can make decisions that affect not only reform implementation, but also policy.  
Importantly, co-construction does not assume that policy is the only, or even major, 
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influence on people’s behavior. A person’s location within particular social institutions also 
influences his interpretation of events and, consequently, his actions. Moreover, all perspectives 
are not equal; some positions are accompanied by material and symbolic resources enabling 
those in these positions to act with more or less agency and to impose meanings on others. While 
co-construction perspectives tend to take a macro approach focused on the functioning of  
school-, district-, and state-level systems, this dissertation offers some purchase on considering 
the individual teacher as an equally-important part of the policymaking process, whose 
perspectives and behavior both shape and are shaped by the larger education system. 
In the broadest sense, this dissertation casts doubt on the efficacy of standards-based 
reform and highlights the challenges of designing learning standards to be widely applicable 
across social contexts. It raises serious questions about education policy which emphasizes 
teacher-proof pedagogy and a one-size-fits-all curriculum, running against the grain of academic 
and policy traditions that locate knowledge for teaching outside of the classroom (Cochran-Smith 
& Lytle, 2009). As the question of what will happen to the CCSS lingers on the policy landscape, 
this study calls for a reckoning on the part of policymakers to rethink whether enacting a single 
set of national learning standards is either feasible or desirable. 
Implications for Practice 
 I next discuss the implications my study has for practicing educators. I see two distinct 
but related through-lines in these implications – those for teachers of writing and those for school 
leaders tasked with supporting them. I end on this note partly to emphasize how directly my 
research has informed my own practice. I did not conceptualize this dissertation as practitioner 
research in any traditional sense, as “systematic, intentional inquiry by teachers about their own 
school and classroom worlds” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1993, pp. 23-24). While I was an insider 
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to the research setting, I was not the subject of the research, nor were my practice, my students or 
my colleagues. However, during the writing of this dissertation, I began a new district-level 
leadership position. In this role, I am responsible for coordinating the ELA curriculum and 
supervising 50 ELA teachers across four schools. It is hard to overstate the extent to which this 
dissertation has informed my work in this new role. This is true both in terms of my interactions 
with teachers and the professional learning experiences I design for them, as well as my views on 
effective writing instruction. In my first month on my job, I was tasked with reevaluating the 
district’s long-standing approach to common writing assessments. Whether this is a case of art 
imitating life or life imitating art, suffice it to say that I am currently living my research. 
 To take up the first through-line I identified, the implications for writing teachers are in 
many senses a converse of the implications for policymakers discussed in the prior section. 
Current policy rhetoric may make teachers feel unqualified or uninformed, if not outright 
devalued in their work. This rhetoric is such that teachers are driven to defer to experts to 
provide them with silver-bullet instructional strategies they can use to fix the problems that 
policymakers themselves have constructed, often, as Ravitch (2014) has argued, in furtherance of 
their own political agendas. If the problems are not fixed, the failure lies not in the strategy, but 
in the teacher. My study lays bare this power differential and reveals how the disconnect in 
perspectives between policymakers and practitioners has negative consequences for students’ 
learning. It makes a case for re-centering conversations about school improvement to take 
seriously educators’ knowledge and experience, with the thought that practitioners are in the best 
position to identify both the problems and the solutions to these problems in education. 
 My analysis calls for teachers to think critically about the efficacy of standardized 
curriculum and high-stakes assessments, rather than taking them as givens in the current policy 
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environment. While legitimizing teachers’ sense of responsibility to prepare students for 
academic success, these findings raise questions about the narrow way success has been defined 
in the standards reform era – that is, as performance on expert-designed standardized 
assessments. They remind teachers that these assessments, which function to separate skills and 
content from the context of their use, may further disadvantage marginalized students in their 
implicit cultural and linguistic expectations, and underscore the need to replace standardized 
assessments with more robust, teacher-developed, and formative measures. 
However, given the reality that standardized assessments are likely not going anywhere 
any time soon, my study also provides a foundation for envisioning meaningful alternatives to 
test-driven writing pedagogy. As participants articulated, the role of the writing teacher is not 
just to raise student achievement on high-stakes exams, but also to equip students with high-level 
thinking skills and, more importantly, to help them develop their own voices and agency in 
writing. For teachers, the goal of preparing students for the state exam may seem incompatible 
with supporting students as autonomous writers. However, helping students to master the 
discourses and technical language skills valued on high-stakes assessments is not diametrically 
opposed to authentic, student-centered writing experiences. The most effective teachers in this 
study were able to talk frankly with students about the importance of the exams as well as their 
limitations. They leveraged their knowledge of students’ needs to design explicit instruction, 
making the expectations of the exams transparent while also allowing students to acquire specific 
writing skills. Through modeling, use of exemplars, and scaffolding, teachers were able to 
support students in understanding and meeting the requirements for success on the assessments.  
I propose a critically-oriented approach to preparing students for standardized writing 
assessment that takes these strategies even further. Beyond acknowledging their importance as 
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accountability measures, teachers could talk with students about the social value ascribed to the 
assessments. They could explore with students the cultural perspectives privileged both in terms 
of text selection for the exam and the forms of writing students are expected to produce, 
contrasting these with alternative writing models or experiences. They could also support 
development of particular language skills by engaging students in an examination of the 
audience and purpose of “test genre” writing, helping students to consider more carefully their 
grammatical choices, how they position their subjects, and the influence of their writing on the 
reader (e.g. Brisk, 2015). This is precisely the depth of understanding encompassed by teachers’ 
“reform knowledge.” This knowledge could be capitalized on intentionally, in dialogue with 
students, to challenge the hegemony of standardized writing assessment by equipping students 
with the skills they need to become knowledge generators on their own terms. 
By advocating for the importance of practitioner knowledge, I do not take the 
perspectives expressed by my teacher participants uncritically. As I stated in Chapter 6, in many 
senses, their feedback and instructional strategies revealed a narrow view of expectations for 
students’ writing that reflected not just the normative and regulative pressures of a high-stakes 
testing environment, but also, in some ways, the limitations of their knowledge about writing. 
These findings suggest the importance of developing teachers’ individual and collective 
knowledge in a more generalizable sense – particularly their pedagogical content knowledge. 
The disconnect between the depth of teachers’ knowledge about writing as expressed in the 
department discourse and the superficiality of their responses to students’ writing implies that 
teachers need support transferring that knowledge to useful and motivating feedback for 
students, a finding that has been confirmed by recent research (Ballock, McQuitty, & McNary, 
2018; Pedersen, 2018). There is also compelling evidence in the literature that teachers are more 
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vulnerable to the negative influences of the policy environment when they lack technical 
expertise and a solid foundation of subject-area knowledge (Grisham & Wolsey, 2011; 
Smagorinsky et al., 2004). For example, in the absence of a tested writing pedagogy, teachers 
may defer to standardized curricula and formulaic approaches to teaching writing (Grossman et 
al., 2000; Johnson et al., 2003). Thus, the potential of challenging a hegemonic policy system 
also relies on deepening teachers’ knowledge about the skills and content of their discipline. 
 This is the point at which my implications extend to the second through-line I identified: 
those for school leaders. The findings of this study offer particular insight into the kind of 
professional learning experiences that will be most valuable for writing teachers (and indeed, for 
all teachers) given the current policy environment. The key take-away for school leaders is that 
such professional learning experiences must be authentically collaborative. By this, I mean that 
they must support the deprivatization and sharing of practice to facilitate a process of collective 
meaning-making. As I concluded in Chapter 4, this entails giving teachers opportunities to norm 
the assessments they use with colleagues – in other words, to calibrate their expectations for 
students by looking at student work and other artifacts representing their practice. As a matter of 
equity, such a process ensures that teachers are not, as some participants described it, “grading in 
the dark” – that is, that they are all holding students to similar, high standards of performance. 
Crucially, as my participants suggested, the efficacy of norming depends on both the level of 
common understanding about the value of this process and the level of trusting relationships built 
up in teachers’ learning communities. Norming must be situated in a shared repertoire of 
instructional practices, as part of a larger engagement within teachers’ multiple, overlapping 
communities of practice. It is not a one-shot task, but a dialogue that must be ongoing, 
continually revisited, and regularly reflected upon. 
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A part of norming, too, should involve the careful unpacking and interpretation of the 
assessments themselves. This is especially important in the case of standardized assessments. 
The findings of this dissertation underscore the problems that arise because standardized 
assessments as boundary objects – to use Wenger’s (1998) term again – are constructed at a great 
distance from the context of their use. Considering the divides of time and space between the 
community of test developers and the community of teachers in this study, the importance of 
engaging in shared processes to facilitate the negotiation of meaning around the assessments 
becomes visible. It is through these social interactions that teachers can work to supply the 
context that has been removed in the reification, to recognize and utilize the boundary objects as 
representations of particular social practices, enabling a powerful and accurate transfer of 
meaning. As my study cautions, absent the opportunities for authentic collaboration, teachers are 
left to rely on their own individual knowledge, beliefs, and experiences in this sense-making 
process, rather than harnessing the power of their community’s shared knowledge base. 
Related to the challenges here, one notable absence in this study was the potential of 
school leaders to function as brokers across teachers’ learning communities. Research has 
illuminated the central role of school leaders in shaping teachers’ understandings about policy by 
working to buffer or intensify certain policy messages in the school environment and structuring 
opportunities for teachers to make sense of policy (e.g. Coburn, 2005; Spillane & Kim, 2012). 
My application of Wenger’s (1998) theory offers deeper insight into the mechanisms by which 
this can occur. Teachers challenges’ in interpreting the CCSS and the assessments points to the 
need for individuals who can function as brokers to help contextualize and interpret boundary 
objects as they move between communities of practice, stabilizing the transfer of meaning and 
supporting common use. To reiterate my earlier point, there is a persistent, problematic gap 
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between policymakers and teachers; those who make policy and those who implement policy 
rarely interact. For this reason, it is even more imperative that those educators in closest 
proximity to the policy world – namely, school and district leaders – recognize their central 
responsibility for communicating policy messages clearly to teachers and aiding in common 
understanding. As this study also suggests, teacher leaders are in the best position to serve this 
brokering role because they are positioned as insiders to teachers’ immediate learning 
communities, with insight into classroom contexts and social capital with their colleagues 
(Margolis, 2008). However, as this study cautions, the efficacy of teacher leaders is stymied 
when they are not supported or must contend with ongoing leadership transitions. Overall, this 
dissertation points to the need for far more research on – and investment in – teacher leaders as 
lynchpins of successful reform implementation. 
A final implication for school leaders has to do with the “coherence gap,” the term I used 
to describe the disconnect between the way a reform is represented to teachers and the 
organizational structures in place to support implementation. This concept may be useful for 
building administrators in thinking about how to create the conditions for successful reform. The 
notion of reform “coherence” has been discussed in the literature (e.g. Honig & Hatch, 2004), 
but is usually used to refer to synergy of larger reform systems – at the district or state level, for 
example. This dissertation offers considerations for what coherence means in local reform. The 
key take-away here for school leaders is that an initiative must have consistency internally, both 
in terms of the way it is messaged and the situational factors surrounding its implementation. 
More importantly, however, reform messaging must cohere with the support structures around it. 
When these two dimensions do not cohere – or in the case of the writing initiative, directly 
conflict – the result may be confusion or even frustration from the teacher standpoint, either in 
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the sense of feeling like they do not know what is being asked of them or why they are being 
asked to do it, or in the sense that they feel like they are being asked to do something that is 
unreasonable, given the constraints of the environment. This may lessen or undermine teachers’ 
commitment to the reform. 
As a remedy to the “coherence gap” and the challenges of engaging teachers 
meaningfully in reform, I proposed that reform agendas should originate horizontally, as a 
collaborative effort across different levels of the education system, rather than vertically, or top 
down. This is true both in a larger policy sense and at a local level. I argued that the fixation on 
teacher “buy-in” in the reform literature has been misguided, as it perpetuates the idea that 
answers to the problems of schooling exist outside of the classroom. In order to avoid 
misunderstandings or misappropriations of reform, the findings of this dissertation suggest that it 
is prudent to involve teachers in the creation of this agenda from the earliest stages, to build a 
collective understanding of the purpose of the reform and to foster teacher ownership in the 
process. This is antithetical to how school reform generally happens, both at the building level 
and at a larger scale. However, school leaders may glean from this study the importance of co-
constructing a reform agenda if they hope for reform to meaningfully impact teachers’ practice. 
Recommendations 
I conclude this chapter with a brief list of recommendations based on these findings for 
those invested in the successful implementation of future school reform. These recommendations 
are broadly written to be applicable to all involved in school reform – everyone from national 
and state-level policymakers to building administrators and department leaders across subject 
areas and, in an ideal scenario, teachers themselves. While the question of what “success” means 
in school reform goes beyond the scope of my study, this dissertation provides some grounds for 
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defining success along three criteria. Firstly, successful reform entails alignment between the 
intent of the creator of the reform and the meaning ascribed to the reform by the implementing 
agents. I conceive of this not in the narrow sense of fidelity to implementation, but as a shared 
understanding between creators and implementers of the purpose and logic behind a reform. 
Secondly, successful reform necessitates that the instructional changes called for are taken up 
meaningfully by teachers. This does not equate with an expectation that the reform will bring 
about major shifts in teachers’ practice, that implementation will look the same in every 
classroom, or that teachers will mindlessly follow all policy mandates. What it does mean is that 
teachers understand the instructional rationale behind the reform deeply enough to determine 
how it fits with their established schema for teaching and engage in critical appraisal of the 
reform. Put another way, I am arguing that the success of reform should be thought about as a 
dialectic between new learning and established professional knowledge. Thirdly, successful 
reform requires conditions that allow for teachers to act upon this new learning fully, with both 
agency and commitment, to the extent that it is in students’ best interest. The institutional 
structures in place must support the integrity of implementation and reflect trust in teachers’ 
professional judgment to take up the reform in ways that will be most beneficial to their students. 
With this said, I offer several specific recommendations gleaned from my study to 
support implementation of future education reform. 
1. Successful implementation requires consistent messaging from policymakers and 
school leaders. Policymakers and school leaders should be mindful of exposing teachers 
to mixed messages about the purpose and nature of the reform. They should seek 
opportunities to explicitly clarify these things at the school and department levels – or 
better yet, involve teachers directly in their creation. Importantly, doing so requires that 
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those responsible for communicating these messages to teachers also have clear, shared 
understandings of the reform’s instructional rationale, its importance, how it fits with 
prior reform, and the new learning it calls for.  
2. Successful implementation requires coherent support structures. Implementation 
cannot be conceived of apart from the local school context. Those supporting 
implementation must understand the mechanisms involved in implementation and design 
school structures accordingly to cohere with the changes called for by the reform. This 
includes assessing what other demands teachers have on their time and mental energy and 
working to make the requirements of the reform realistic and sustainable. It also involves 
identifying where and when opportunities for teacher learning can be provided and how 
the reform fits with overlapping departmental, school, and district cultures. 
3. Successful implementation requires flexible accountability mechanisms. 
Accountability matters. Punitive accountability measures may undermine the underlying 
purpose of reform and result in superficial compliance or active attempts to work around 
the accountability system. Here, we might recognize the prescience of Campbell’s law 
(1979): “The more any quantitative social indicator is used for social decision-making, 
the more subject it will be to corruption pressures and the more apt it will be to distort.” 
To support implementation, develop accountability structures that reflect the reform’s 
larger rationale and that are designed formatively, providing teachers space to experiment 
and take the instructional risks called for by the reform. 
4. Successful implementation requires meaningful professional learning opportunities 
that: 
a. Support the deprivatization of practice. Deep, collective understanding of 
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reform requires that teachers go beyond talking in the abstract and anchor their 
conversations in tangible artifacts of their practice. This is vital to resolving 
confusion around reform agendas. Importantly, such sharing can be a risky 
proposition, especially given punitive accountability structures. Therefore, the 
deprivatization of practice requires the building of trust within and across 
teachers’ professional learning communities. Only then can the professional 
learning necessary for meaningful implementation truly occur. 
b. Build on teachers’ established professional knowledge. Teachers, like all 
sentient beings, understand new ideas in light of what they already know and have 
experienced. This is not a bad thing. There must be a paradigm shift in thinking 
about teachers’ established professional knowledge as a resource instead of an 
impediment to reform implementation. Rather than focusing on gaps in teachers’ 
knowledge, policymakers and school leaders should first recognize and then seek 
to capitalize on what teachers do know to support successful reform. 
5. Successful implementation foregrounds teachers’ commitments to meeting the needs 
of their students. Teachers care first and foremost about the young people in front of 
them. What they do not care about are scores on standardized assessments. Knowledge of 
how reform will impact students is the special knowledge that teachers bring to the table 
and is the driving force behind teachers’ instructional decisions. School leaders and 
policymakers must recognize this knowledge as valuable and create opportunities for it to 
be shared. No reform can succeed without acknowledging teachers’ expertise and their 
ethical imperative to better academic and life outcomes for their students. 
This study is significant in multiple ways. It contributes to the limited classroom-level 
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research on writing reform. It suggests the particularized teacher knowledge that should be 
mobilized to ensure the success of future reforms given the situated nature of writing. It stresses 
the central role of teachers as arbiters of school reform and stands as a reminder that no reform 
can succeed if it does not acknowledge the day-to-day realities of teaching and teachers’ 
commitment to the students they serve. This study also contributes to the limited research on 
implementation of current writing standards and high-stakes writing assessments, bringing 
teachers’ perspectives to the forefront. Additionally, it provides needed insight into how school 
leaders and policymakers can support teachers in improving writing outcomes for students. 
In this dissertation, I have attempted to open up the “black box” (Correnti & Rowan, 
2007) of instruction as ground zero for reform implementation. I come away from this study with 
a deeper understanding of the classroom as a potentially generative space for resistance to reform 
mandates that continue to marginalize and dehumanize both students and teachers. In creative, 
resourceful, and occasionally problematic ways, participants in this study circumvented 
constraints in the school environment to work for what they perceived to be their students’ best 
interests. This illustrates how pressure can be exerted on the policy system not through 
insubordination or deliberate neglect of reform initiatives, but by privileging the types of 
knowledge that teachers have unique access to. It suggests that teachers should continue to do 
what they do best – building relationships with students, identifying their needs, and addressing 
those needs – rather than allowing the threat of punitive accountability measures to dictate their 
instruction. In so doing, teachers can insist to policymakers and school leaders that students are 
more than just test scores and ensure individual students’ humanity remains at the center of all 
reform efforts. 
 
  344 
REFERENCES 
Abrams, L., Pedulla, J., & Madaus, G. (2003). Views from the classroom: Teachers’ opinions of  
statewide testing programs. Theory into Practice, 41(1), 18-29. 
Abt Associates (2017). Common Core revisions: What are states really changing? Retrieved  
 from https://www.abtassociates.com/ 
Achinstein, B., & Ogawa, R. (2006). (In)fidelity: What the resistance of new teachers reveals  
about professional principles and prescriptive educational policies, Harvard Educational 
Review, 76(1), 30-63. 
Adler, P., & Adler, P. (1987). Membership roles in field research. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE  
Publications. 
Agee, J. (2004). Negotiating a teaching identity: An African American teacher’s struggle to teach  
in test-driven contexts. Teachers College Record, 106(4), 747-774. 
Ainsworth, L. (2007). Common formative assessments. In D. Reeves (Ed.), Ahead of the  
curve: The power of assessment to transform teaching and learning (pp. 51-73). New 
York, NY: Solution Tree. 
Ajayi, L. (2016). High school teachers’ perspectives on the English language arts Common Core  
State Standards: An exploratory study. Educational Research for Policy and Practice, 
15(1), 1-25.  
Akiba, M., & Wilkinson, B. (2016). Adopting an international innovation for teacher  
professional development: State and district approaches to lesson study in Florida. 
Journal of Teacher Education, 67(1), 74-93. 
American Federation of Teachers. (2014). AFT resolutions: The role of standards in public  
education. Retrieved from http://www.aft.org/resolution/role-standards-public-education 
  345 
Anderson, N. (2014, March 5). SAT to drop essay requirement and return to top score of 1600 in  
 redesign of admission test. The Washington Post. Retrieved from 
 https://www.washingtonpost.com/  
Anfara, V., Brown, K., & Mangione, T. (2002). Qualitative analysis on stage: Making the  
 research process more public. Educational Researcher, 31(7): 28-38. 
Applebee, A. N. (1981) Writing in the secondary school: English and the content areas. Urbana,  
 IL: NCTE. 
Applebee, A. N. (2013). Common Core State Standards: The promise and the peril in a national  
 palimpsest. English Journal, 103(1), 25-33. 
Applebee, A. N., & Langer, J. A. (2009). What is happening in the teaching of writing? English  
 Journal, 98(5), 18-28. 
Applebee, A. N., & Langer, J. A. (2011). A snapshot of writing instruction in middle schools and  
 high schools. English Journal, 100(6), 14-27. 
Appleman, D. (2009). Critical encounters in high school English: Teaching literary theory to  
 Adolescents (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Assaf, L. (2006). One reading specialist’s response to high-stakes testing pressures. Reading 
Teacher, 60(2), 158-167. 
Asselin, M. E. (2003). Insider research: Issues to consider when doing qualitative research in  
 your own setting. Journal for Nurses in Staff Development, 19(2), 99-103. 
Atkinson, P. A. (2015). For ethnography. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Au, K. H. (2005). Negotiating the slippery slope: School change and literacy achievement.  
 Journal of Literacy Research, 37(3), 267-288. 
Au, K. H. (2013). Helping high schools meet higher standards. Journal of Adolescent & Adult  
  346 
 Literacy, 56(7), 535-539. 
Au, K. H., & Raphael, T. E. (2011). The staircase curriculum: Whole-school collaboration to  
 improve literacy achievement. New England Reading Association Journal, 46(2), 1-8.  
Au, K. H., Raphael, T. E., & Mooney, K. (2008a). Improving reading achievement in  
elementary schools: Guiding change in a time of standards. In S. B. Wepner & D. S. 
Strickland (Eds.), Supervision of reading programs (4th ed., pp. 71-89). New York, NY: 
Teachers College Press. 
Au, K. H., Raphael, T. E., & Mooney, K. (2008b). What we have learned about teacher  
education to improve literacy achievement in urban schools. In L. Wilkinson, L. Morrow, 
& V. Chou (Eds.), Improving the preparation of teachers of reading in urban settings: 
Policy, practice, pedagogy. Newark DE: International Reading Association. 
Au, W. (2012). High-stakes testing and curriculum control: A qualitative metasynthesis. In D.  
Flinders & S. Thornton (Eds.), The curriculum studies reader (4th ed., pp. 206-215). New 
York, NY: Routledge. 
Aull, L. (2015). Connecting writing and language in assessment: Examining style, tone, and  
argument in U.S. Common Core standards in exemplary student writing. Assessing 
Writing, 24, 59-73. 
Bain, R. B. (2000). Into the breach: Using research and theory to shape history instruction. In P.  
Stearns, P. Seixas, & S. Wineburg (Eds.), Knowing, teaching and learning history (pp. 
331-353). New York, NY: New York University Press. 
Baker, L., Cooperman, N., & Storandt, B. (2013). Reading, writing, and rubrics: Norming  
process guides teachers as they evaluate student work. Journal of Staff Development, 
34(4), 46-49. 
  347 
Bakhtin, M. (1986). Speech genres and other late essays. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press. 
Ballock, E., McQuitty, V., & McNary, S. (2018). An exploration of professional knowledge  
needed for reading and responding to student writing. Journal of Teacher 
Education, 69(1), 56-68.  
Barrett-Tatum, J. (2015). Examining English language arts Common Core State Standards  
instruction through Cultural Historical Activity Theory. Education Policy Analysis 
Archives, 23(63), 1-33. 
Bauer, E. B., & Garcia, G. E. (2002). Lessons from a classroom teacher’s use of alternative  
 literacy assessment. Research in the Teaching of English, 36(4), 462-494. 
Beck, S. W. (2006). Subjectivity and intersubjectivity in the teaching and learning of writing.  
 Research in the Teaching of English, 40(4), 413-460. 
Beck, S. W., & Jeffery, J. V. (2007). Genres of high-stakes writing assessments and the construct  
 of writing competence. Assessing Writing, 12(1), 60-79.  
Behizadeh, N., & Pang, M. E. (2016). Awaiting a new wave: The status of state writing  
 assessment in the United States. Assessing Writing, 29, 25-41. 
Benko, S. (2016). Instruction matters: Secondary English preservice teachers’ implementation of  
 cognitively demanding writing tasks. English Education, 48(3), 201-236. 
Berebitsky, D., Goddard, R. D., & Carlisle, J. F. (2014). An examination of teachers’ perceptions  
of principal support for change and teachers’ collaboration and communication around 
literacy instruction in Reading First schools. Teachers College Record, 116(4), 1-28.  
Biesta, G., & Tedder, M. (2007). Agency and learning in the lifecourse: Towards an ecological  
 perspective. Studies in the Education of Adults, 39, 132-149. 
Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. (2014). Primary sources: America’s teachers on teaching in  
  348 
 an era of change (3rd ed.). Seattle, WA: Scholastic & The Bill and Melinda Gates  
 Foundation. 
Booher-Jennings, J. (2005). Below the bubble: Educational triage and the Texas Accountability  
 System. American Educational Research Journal, 42(1), pp. 231-268. 
Borko, H. (2004). Professional development and teacher learning: Mapping the terrain.  
 Educational Researcher, 33(8), 3-15. 
Borman, G. D., Hewes, G. M., Overman, L. T., & Brown, S. (2003). Comprehensive school  
reform and achievement: A meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research, 73(2), 125-
230. 
Borman, G. D., Slavin, R. E., Cheung, A. C., Chamberlain, A. M., Madden, N. A., & Chambers,  
B. (2007). Final reading outcomes of the national randomized field trial of Success for 
All. American Educational Research Journal, 44(3), 701-731.  
Boyd, R. (1993). Mechanical correctness and ritual in the late nineteenth-century composition  
 classroom. Rhetoric Review, 11(2), 436-455. 
Bratcher, S., & Stroble, E. J. (1994). Determining the progression from comfort to confidence: A  
longitudinal evaluation of a National Writing Project site based on multiple data sources. 
Research in the Teaching of English, 28(1), 66-88. 
Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in  
 Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. 
Brimi, H. (2012). Teaching writing in the shadow of standardized writing assessment: An  
 exploratory study. American Secondary Education, 41(1), 52-77. 
Brindley, R., & Schneider, J. J. (2002). Writing instruction or destruction: Lessons to be learned  
from fourth-grade teachers’ perspectives on teaching writing. Journal of Teacher 
  349 
Education, 53(4), 328-341. 
Brisk, M. E. (2015). Engaging students in academic literacies: Genre-based pedagogy for K-5  
 classrooms. New York, NY: Routledge. 
Buehl, D. (2011). Developing readers in the academic disciplines. Newark, DE: International  
 Reading Association. 
Bueker, C. S. (2005). Teachers’ reports of the effects of a whole-school literacy reform model on  
 teacher turnover. Elementary School Journal, 105(4), 395-417. 
Burks, B. A., Beziat, T. L., Danley, S., Davis, K., Lowery, H., & Lucas, J. (2015). Adapting to  
change: Teacher perceptions of the Common Core State Standards. Education, 136(2), 
253-258. 
Burroughs, R., & Smagorinsky, P. (2009). The secondary English curriculum and adolescent  
literacy. In L. Christenbury, R. Bomer, & P. Smagorinsky (Eds.), Handbook of 
adolescent literacy research (pp. 170-182). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Calkins, L. (2014). Writing pathways: Performance assessment and learning progressions,  
 grades K-8. New York, NY: Heinemann. 
Camera, L. (2015, December 9). Education shifts to the states. U.S News & World Report.  
 Retrieved from http://www.usnews.com/ 
 Campbell, D. T. (1979). Assessing the impact of planned social change. Evaluation and  
 Program Planning, 2(1), 67-90. 
Center on Education Policy (2014). Common Core State Standards in 2014: Curriculum and  
 professional development at the district level. Washington, D.C.: Authors. 
Charmaz, K. (2000). Grounded theory: Objectivist and constructivist methods. In N. Denizin &  
Y. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative research (2nd ed., pp. 509-535). Thousand 
  350 
Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Charner-Laird, M., Ippolito, J., & Dobbs, C.L. (2014). Teacher-led professional learning.  
 Harvard Education Letter, 30(5), 6-7. 
Clandinin, D. J. (1985). Personal practical knowledge: A study of teachers' classroom images.  
 Curriculum Inquiry, 15(4), 361-85.  
Clifford, J., & Marcus, G. E. (1986). Writing culture: The poetics and politics of ethnography.  
 Berkeley, CA: University of California Press. 
Cobb, P., Zhao, Q., & Dean, C. (2009). Conducting design experiments to support teachers’  
 learning: A reflection from the field. Journal of the Learning Sciences, 18(2), 165-199. 
Coburn, C. E. (2001). Collective sensemaking about reading: How teachers mediate reading  
policy in their professional communities. Education Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 
23(1), 145-170. 
Coburn, C. E. (2004). Beyond decoupling: Rethinking the relationship between the institutional 
environment and the classroom. Sociology of Education, 77(3), 211.  
Coburn, C. E. (2005). Shaping teacher sensemaking: School leaders and the enactment of 
reading policy. Educational Policy, 19(3), 476-509. 
Coburn, C. E., Pearson, P. D., & Woulfin, S. (2011). Reading policy in the age of accountability.  
 In M. L. Kamil, P. D. Pearson, E. B. Moje & P. P. Afflerbach (Eds.), Handbook of  
 reading research (Vol 4., pp. 561-593). New York, NY: Routledge. 
Coburn, C. E., & Stein, M. K. (2006). Communities of practice theory and the role of teacher  
professional community in policy implementation. In M. Honig (Ed.), New directions in 
education policy implementation: Confronting complexity (pp. 25-46). Buffalo, NY: 
SUNY Press. 
  351 
Cochran-Smith, M. (2006). Policy, practice, and politics in teacher education. New York, NY:  
 Corwin. 
Cochran-Smith, M., Carney, M. C., Keefe, E. S., Burton, S., Chang, W. C., Fernández, B., …  
 Baker, M. (2018). Reclaiming accountability in teacher education. New 
 York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Fries, M. K. (2001). Sticks, stones, and ideology: The discourse of reform  
 in teacher education. Educational Researcher, 30(8), 3-15. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. (1993). Inside/outside: Teacher research and knowledge. New 
 York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. (1999). Relationship of knowledge and practice: Teacher  
learning in communities. In A. Iran-Nejad & C. D. Pearson (Eds.), Review of research in 
education (Vol. 24, pp. 249-306). Washington, D.C.: American Educational Research 
Association. 
Cochran-Smith, M., & Lytle, S. (2009). Inquiry as stance: Practitioner research for the next  
 generation. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Cohen, D. K. (1990). A revolution in one classroom: The case of Mrs. Oubier. Educational  
 Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 12(3), 311-329. 
Cohen, D. K., & Hill, H. C. (2000). Instructional policy and classroom performance: The  
 mathematics reform in California. Teachers College Record, 102(2), 294-343. 
Cohen, D. K., & Moffitt, S. (2009). The ordeal of equality: Did federal regulation fix the  
 schools? Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Cohen, D. K., Peurach, D. J., Glazer, J. L., Gates, K. E., & Goldin, S. (2014). Improvement by  
 design. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
  352 
Coleman, D., & Pimentel, S. (2012). Revised publishers’ criteria for the Common Core State  
Standards in English language arts and literacy, grades 3–12. Retrieved from 
http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Publishers_Criteria_for_K-2.pdf 
Collin, R. (2014). A Bernsteinian analysis of content area literacy. Journal of Literacy Research,  
 46(3), 306-329. 
Conley, M. W. (2008). Cognitive strategy instruction for adolescents: What we know about the  
promise, what we don’t know about the potential. Harvard Educational Review, 78, 84-
108. 
Cooper, C. (1999). What we know about genres, and how it can help us assign and evaluate  
writing. In C. Cooper & L. Odell (Eds.), Evaluating writing: The role of teachers’ 
knowledge about text, learning, and culture (pp. 23-52). Urbana, IL: NCTE. 
Correnti, R., & Rowan, B. (2007). Opening up the black box: Literacy instruction in schools  
participating in three comprehensive school reform programs. American Educational 
Research Journal, 44(2), 298-339. 
Costigan, A. (2018). “I'm not teaching English, I'm teaching something else!”: How new teachers  
create curriculum under mandates of educational reform. Educational Studies: Journal of 
the American Educational Studies Association, 54(2), 198-228. 
Craig, C. J. (2009). Research in the midst of organized school reform: Versions of teacher  
 community in tension. American Educational Research Journal, 46(2), 598-619. 
Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods  
 approaches (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Daniels, H., Steineke, N., & Zemelman, S. (2007). Content-area writing: Every teacher's guide.  
 Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
  353 
Datnow, A., & Castellano, M. (2001). Teachers’ responses to Success for All: How beliefs,  
experiences, and adaptations shape implementation. American Educational Research 
Journal, 37(3), 775-799. 
Datnow, A. (2008). The co-construction of education reform: The intersection of federal, state,  
and local contexts. In M. Shinn & H. Yoshikawa (Eds.), Toward Positive Youth 
Development: Transforming Schools and Community Programs (pp. 272-291). Oxford, 
England: Oxford University Press. 
Datnow, A., & Park, V. (2009). Conceptualizing policy implementation: Large-scale reform in  
an era of complexity. In G. Sykes, B. Schneider, & D. M. Plank (Eds.), Handbook of 
 education policy research (pp. 348-361). New York, NY: Routledge. 
Deal, T. E. & Peterson, K. D. (1999). Shaping school culture: The heart of leadership. San  
 Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 
Delpit, L. (1988). The silenced dialogue: Power and pedagogy in educating other people’s  
 children. Harvard Educational Review, 53(3), 280-298. 
Diamond, J. B. (2007). Where the rubber meets the road: Rethinking the connection between 
high-stakes testing policy and classroom instruction. Sociology of Education, 80(4), 285-
313.  
Diamond, J. B., & Spillane, J. P. (2004). High-stakes accountability in urban elementary schools: 
Challenging or reproducing inequality? Teachers College Record, 106(6), 1145-1176.  
Dierking, R. C., & Fox, R. F. (2013). “Changing the way I teach”: Building teacher knowledge, 
confidence, and autonomy. Journal of Teacher Education, 64(2), 129-144. 
DiPardo, A., Storms, B. A., & Selland, M. (2011). Seeing voices: Assessing writerly stance in  
 the NWP Analytic Writing Continuum. Assessing Writing, 16(3), 170-188. 
  354 
DiStefano, P., & Olson, M. C. (1980). Describing and testing the effectiveness of a 
contemporary model for in-service education in teaching composition. English 
Education, 12(2), 69-76. 
Dobbs, C. L., Ippolito, J., & Charner-Laird, M. (2017). Investigating disciplinary literacy: A  
framework for collaborative professional learning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education 
Press. 
Dooley, C. (2005). One teacher’s resistance to the pressures of test mentality. Language Arts,  
 82(3), 177-186. 
Dooley, C., & Assaf, L. (2009). Contexts matter: Two teachers’ language arts instruction in this  
 high-stakes era. Journal of Literacy Research, 41(3), 354-391. 
Duncan-Andrade, J., & Morrell, E. (2008). The art of critical pedagogy: Possibilities for moving  
 from theory to practice in urban schools. New York, NY: Peter Lang Publishing. 
Durand, F. T., Lawson, H. A., Wilcox, K. C., & Schiller, K. S. (2016). The role of district office  
leaders in the adoption and implementation of the Common Core State Standards in 
elementary schools. Educational Administration Quarterly, 52(1), 45-74. 
Dwyer, S., & Buckle, J. (2009). The space between: On being an insider-outsider in qualitative  
 research. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 54-63. 
Eagleton, T. (2008). Literary theory: An introduction. Minneapolis, MN: University of  
 Minnesota Press. 
Eisenhart, M. (2001a). Changing conceptions of culture and ethnographic methodology: Recent  
thematic shifts and their implications for research on teaching. In V. Richardson (Ed.), 
Handbook for research on teaching (4th ed., pp. 209-225). Washington, D.C.: American 
Educational Research Association. 
  355 
Eisenhart, M. (2001b). Educational ethnography past, present, and future: Ideas to think  
 with. Educational Researcher, 30(8), 16-27. 
Eisenhart, M., & Howe, K. (1992). Validity in educational research. In M. LeCompte, W.  
Milnoy, & J. Preissle (Eds.), The handbook of qualitative research in education (pp. 643-
680). San Diego, CA: Academic Press 
Englert, C., Mariage, T., & Dunsmore, K. (2006). Tenets of sociocultural theory in writing  
instruction research. In C. A. MacArthur, S. Graham, & J. Fitzgerald (Ed.), Handbook of 
writing research (pp. 208-221). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Erickson, F. (1986). Qualitative methods in research on teaching. In M. C. Wittrock (Ed.),  
 Handbook of research on teaching (3rd ed., pp. 119-161). New York, NY: MacMillan  
 Press. 
Erickson, F. (1987). Conceptions of school culture: An overview. Educational Administration  
 Quarterly, 23(4), 11-24. 
Evers, W. (2015). Federal overreach and the Common Core. White Paper No. 133. Washington,  
D.C.: The Pioneer Institute for Public Policy Research. Retrieved from  
https://www.heartland.org/sites/default/files/evers_pioneer_inst._report.pdf. 
Every Student Succeeds Act, Pub. L. No. 114-95 § 114 Stat. 117 (2015). 
Fahnestock, J., & Secor, M. (1991). The rhetoric of literary criticism. In C. Bazerman & J.  
Paradis (Eds.), Textual dynamics of the professions: Historical and contemporary studies 
of writing in professional communities (pp. 77-96). Madison, WI: University of 
Wisconsin Press. 
Fang, Z. (2014). Preparing content area teachers for disciplinary literacy instruction. Journal of  
 Adolescent & Adult Literacy. 57(6), 444-448. 
  356 
Fang, Z., & Schleppegrell, M. (2008). Reading in secondary content areas: A language-based  
 pedagogy. Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan. 
Fay, B. (1996). Contemporary philosophy of social science: A multicultural approach. 
Cambridge, England: Blackwell. 
Fenstermacher, G. (1994). The knower and the known: The nature of knowledge in research on 
teaching. Review of Research in Education, 20, 3-56. 
Ferretti, R., & Lewis, W. (2013). Best practices in teaching argumentative writing. In S. Graham, 
C. MacArthur, & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Best practices in writing instruction (pp. 113-140). 
New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Flinders, D. (1988). Teacher isolation and the new reform. Journal of Curriculum and  
 Supervision, 4(1), 17-29. 
Freedman, S. W., Hull, G. A., Higgs, J. M., & Booten, K. P. (2016). Teaching writing in a digital 
and global age: Toward access, learning, and development for all. In D. H. Gitomer & C. 
A. Bell (Eds.), The AERA handbook of research on teaching (5th ed., pp. 1389- 1449). 
Washington, D.C.: American Educational Research Association.  
Frey, N., & Fisher, D. (2009). Using common formative assessments as a source of professional 
development in an urban American elementary school. Teaching and Teacher Education: 
An International Journal of Research and Studies, 25(5), 674-680. 
Friedman, A. A. (2000). Writing and evaluating assessments in the content area. English 
Journal, 90(1), 107-116. 
Gallucci, C. (2003). Communities of practice and the mediation of teachers’ responses to 
standards-based reform. Education Policy Analysis Archives, 11(35), 1-30. 
Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (2nd ed.). London: 
  357 
Taylor & Francis. 
Gee, J. (2001). What is literacy? In P. Shannon (Ed.), Becoming political, too: New readings and 
writings on the politics of literacy education (pp. 1-9). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
Gewertz, C. (2018, June 15). Which states are using PARCC or Smarter Balanced? An 
interactive breakdown of states’ 2016-2017 testing plans. Education Week. Retrieved from 
https://www.edweek.org/ 
Gillespie, A., Graham, S., Kiuhara, S., & Hebert, M. (2014). High school teachers use of writing 
to support students’ learning: A national survey. Reading and Writing, 27(6), 1043-1072. 
Gitlin, A., & Margonis, F. (1995). The political aspect of reform: Teacher resistance as good 
sense. American Journal of Education, 103(3), 377-405. 
Glesne, C. (2010). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction. Boston, MA: Pearson. 
Goetz, J. P., & LeCompte, M. D. (1984). Ethnography and qualitative design in  
educational research. New York, NY: Academic Press. 
Goldberg, L., Siegel, B., & Goldberg, G. (2015). An argument everyone wins: Shared learning 
unites teachers across schools and grade levels. Journal of Staff Development, 36(2), 12-
14. 
Goldman, S. R., Britt, A. M., Brown, W., Cribb, G., George, M., Greenleaf, C., … Shanahan, C. 
(2016). Disciplinary literacies and learning to read for understanding: A conceptual 
framework for disciplinary literacy. Educational Psychologist, 51(2), 219-246. 
Goldstein, D. (2015). The teacher wars: A history of America’s most embattled profession. New 
York, NY: Anchor Books. 
Gomez, M. L. (1990). The National Writing Project: Staff development in the teaching of 
composition. In G. E. Hawisher & A. O. Soter (Eds.), On literacy and its teaching: Issues 
  358 
in English education. Albany, NY: State University of New York Press. 
Gordon Commission on the Future of Assessment in Education. (2013). A public policy  
statement. Retrieved from http://www.gordoncommission.org/rsc/pdfs/gordon 
commission public policy report.pdf 
Graham, S., Capizzi, A., Harris, K., Hebert, M., & Morphy, P. (2014). Teaching writing to 
middle school students: A national survey. Reading and Writing, 27(6), 1015-1042.  
Graham, S., Early, J., & Wilcox, K. C. (2014). Adolescent writing and writing instruction: 
Introduction to the special issue. Reading and Writing, 27, 969-972. 
Graham, S., & Harris, K. (2005). Writing better: Effective strategies for teaching students with 
learning difficulties. New York, NY: Brooks. 
Graham, S., & Harris, K. (2013). Common Core State Standards, writing, and students with  
 LD: Recommendations. Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 28(1), 28-37. 
Graham, S., Harris, K., & Hebert, M. (2011). Informing writing: The benefits of formative 
assessment. Washington, D.C.: Alliance for Excellent Education. 
Graham, S., & Hebert, M. (2010). Writing to read: Evidence for how writing can improve 
reading. Washington, D.C.: Alliance for Excellent Education. 
Graham, S., & Hebert, M. (2011). Writing to read: A meta-analysis of the impact of writing and 
writing instruction on reading. Harvard Educational Review, 81(4), 710-744. 
Graham, S., & Perin, D. (2007a). A meta-analysis of writing instruction for adolescent 
students. Journal of Educational Psychology, 99(3), 445-476. 
Graham, S., & Perin, D. (2007b). What we know, what we still need to know: Teaching 
adolescents to write. Scientific Studies of Reading, 11(4), 313-335.  
Graham, S., & Perin, D. (2007c). Writing next: Effective strategies to improve writing of 
  359 
adolescents in middle and high schools. Washington, D.C.: Alliance for Excellent 
Education. 
Grisham, D. L., & Wolsey, T. D. (2011). Writing instruction for teacher candidates: 
 Strengthening a weak curricular area. Literacy Research and Instruction, 50(4), 348-364. 
Grossman, P. L., Valencia, S. W., Evans, K., Thompson, C., Martin, S. D., & Place, N. A.  
(2000). Transitions into teaching: Learning to teach writing in teacher education and 
beyond. Journal of Literacy Research, 32(4), 631-662. 
Haager, D., Dhar, R., Moulton, M., & McMillan, S. (2006). The California Reading First Year 4  
 evaluation report. Morgan Hill, CA: Educational Data Systems. 
Hall, A. H., Hutchison, A., & White, K. M. (2015). Teachers’ perceptions about the Common 
Core State Standards in writing. Journal of Research in Education, 25(1), 88-99. 
Hargreaves, A. (1994). Changing teachers, changing times: Teachers’ work and culture in the 
 postmodern age. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Hargreaves , A. & Fullan, M. (2012). Professional capital: Transforming teaching in every 
school. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Harris, D. M. (2012). Varying teacher expectations and standards: Curriculum differentiation in 
the age of standards-based reform. Education & Urban Society, 44(2), 128-150.  
Harris, K., Graham, S., & Mason, L. H. (2006). Improving the writing, knowledge, and 
motivation of struggling young writers: Effects of self-regulated strategy development 
with and without peer support. American Educational Research Journal, 43(2), 295-337.  
Hart Research Associates. (2013). Teachers assess implementation of the Common Core. 
American Federation of Teachers. Retrieved from 
http://www.aft.org/pdfs/press/ppt_ccss- pollresults2013.pdf 
  360 
Heartland Institute. (2013). Five people wrote ‘state-led’ Common Core. Retrieved from 
https://www.heartland.org/ 
Heller, R. (2010). In praise of amateurism: A friendly critique of Moje’s “Call for Change” in  
 secondary literacy. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 54(4), 267-273.  
Henderson, M., Peterson, P., & West, M. (2015). No common opinion on the Common Core.  
Education Next, 15(1). Retrieved from http://educationnext.org/2014-ednext-poll-no-
common-opinion-on-the-common-core/ 
Herr, K., & Anderson, G. (2015). The action research dissertation. London, England: SAGE 
Publications. 
Hillman, A. M. (2014). A literature review on disciplinary literacy: How do secondary teachers 
apprentice students into mathematical literacy? Journal of Adolescent & Adult 
Literacy, 57(5), 397-406. 
Hillocks, G. (2002). The testing trap: How state writing assessments control learning. New  
York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Hillocks, G. (2003). Fighting back: Assessing the assessments. English Journal, 92(4), 63-70. 
Hillocks, G. (2006). Middle and high school composition. In P. Smagorinsky (Ed.), Research on  
composition: Multiple perspectives on two decades of change (pp. 48-77). New York, 
NY: Teachers College Press and National Conference on Research in Language and 
Literacy. 
Hillocks, G. (2008). Writing in secondary schools. In C. Bazerman (Ed.), The handbook of  
research on writing: History, society, school, individual, text (pp. 311-330). New York, 
NY: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates/Taylor and Francis Group. 
Hodge, E., & Benko, S. L. (2014). A “common” vision of instruction? An analysis of  
  361 
English/Language arts professional development materials related to the Common Core 
State Standards. English Teaching: Practice and Critique, 13(1), 169-196. 
Hoffman, A. R., Jenkins, J. E., & Dunlap, K. S. (2009). Using DIBELS: A survey of purposes 
and practices. Reading Psychology, 30(1), 1-16.  
Honig, M., & Hatch, T. (2004). Crafting coherence: How schools strategically manage multiple,  
external demands. Educational Researcher, 33(8), 16-30. 
hooks, bell. (1994). Teaching to transgress: Education as the practice of freedom. New York,  
NY: Routledge. 
Huber, G., & Daft, R. (1987). The information environments of organizations. In F. Jablin, L. 
Putnam, K. Roberts, & L. Porter (Eds.), Handbook of organizational communications: An 
interdisciplinary perspective (pp. 130-164). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Illingworth, A. (2016). Taking a comprehensive approach to Common Core rollout. Phi Delta 
Kappan, 97(6), 57-59. 
Ippolito, J. (2013). Professional learning as the key to linking content and literacy instruction. In 
J. Ippolito, J. F. Lawrence, & C. Zaller (Eds.), Adolescent literacy in the era of the 
Common Core: From research into practice (pp. 215-234). Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
Education Press. 
Ippolito, J., Dobbs, C. L., & Charner-Laird, M. (2014). Bridge builders: Teacher leaders forge 
connections and bring coherence to literacy initiative. Journal of Staff Development, 
35(3), 22-26.  
Ippolito, J., Dobbs, C. L., Charner-Laird, M., & Lawrence, J. F. (2016). Delicate layers of  
learning: Achieving disciplinary literacy requires continuous, collaborative 
adjustment. Journal of Staff Development, 37(2), 34-38. 
  362 
Ittner, A., Helman, L., Burns, M., & McComas, J. (2015). Data drive these coaches: Literacy 
project merges school goals with teachers’ learning needs. Journal of Staff 
Development, 36(2), 20-22. 
Ivanič, R. (2004). Discourses of writing and learning to write. Language and Education, 18(3),  
 220-245. 
Jaxon, K. (2009). Constructing a stance toward inquiry: Lessons from the National Writing  
Project (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of California, Berkeley. 
Jeffery, J. V. (2009). Constructs of writing proficiency in U.S. state and national writing  
assessments: Exploring variability. Assessing Writing, 14, 3-24. 
Johnson, S. M. (1990). The primacy and potential of high school departments. In M. S.  
McLaughlin & J. Talbert (Eds.), The contexts of teaching in secondary schools:  
Teachers’ realities (pp. 167-184). New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Johnson, T. S., Smagorinsky, P., Thompson, L., & Fry, P. G. (2003). Learning to teach the five-  
paragraph theme. Research in the Teaching of English, 38(2), 136-176. 
Kane, T., Owens, A., Marinell, W., Thal, D., & Staiger, D. (2016). Teaching higher: Educators’  
perspectives on Common Core implementation. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Center for 
Education Policy Research. 
Kardos, S. M., Johnson, S. M., Peske, H. G., Kauffman, D., & Liu, E. (2001). Counting on  
colleagues: New teachers encounter the professional cultures of their schools. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 37(2), 250-290. 
Karp, S., & Sanchez, A. (2018). The 2018 wave of teacher strikes: A tipping point for our  
 schools? Rethinking Schools, 33(2). Retrieved from https://www.rethinkingschools.org/ 
Kennedy, M. M. (2006). Inside teaching: How classroom life undermines reform. Cambridge,  
  363 
MA: Harvard University Press. 
Kennedy, M. M. (2010). Attribution error and the quest for teacher quality. Educational  
Researcher, 39(8), 591-598. 
Kersten, J. (2006). Hybridization, resistance, and compliance: Negotiating policies to support 
literacy achievement. New Educator, 2(2), 103-121. 
Ketter, J., & Pool, J. (2001). Exploring the impact of a high-stakes direct writing assessment in  
 two high school classrooms. Research in the Teaching of English, 35(5), 344-393. 
Kiuhara, S. A., Graham, S., & Hawken, L. S. (2009). Teaching writing to high school students:  
 A national survey. Journal of Educational Psychology, 101(1), 136-160. 
Kiuhara, S. A., O’Neil, R. E., Hawken, L.S., & Graham, S. (2012). The effectiveness of teaching 
10th-grade students STOP, AIMS, and DARE for planning and drafting persuasive text. 
Exceptional Children, 78, 335-355.  
Klein, A. (2017, June 27). Two words that barely appear in state ESSA plans: “Common Core”. 
Education Week. Retrieved from http://blogs.edweek.org/ 
 Kober, N., & Rentner, D. S. (2012). Year two of implementing the Common Core State 
 Standards: States’ progress and challenges. Washington, D.C.: Center on Education 
Policy. 
Koning, E., Houghtby, B., Izard, P., & Schuler, J. (2014). Forging ahead! Teachers reflect on the 
early adopter program to implement the Common Core State Standards. Journal of 
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 57(5), 357-360.  
Koomen, M. H., Weaver, S., Blair, R. B., & Oberhauser, K. S. (2016). Disciplinary literacy in 
the science classroom: Using adaptive primary literature. Journal of Research in Science 
Teaching, 53(6), 847-894.  
  364 
Kruse, S. D., Louis, K. S., & Bryk, A. S. (1995). An emerging framework for analyzing school-
based professional community. In K. S. Louis & S. D. Kruse (Eds.), Professionalism and 
community: Perspectives on reforming urban schools. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE 
Publications. 
Kumashiro, K. K. (2012). Bad teacher! How blaming teachers distorts the bigger picture. New 
York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Langer, J. A. (2000). Excellence in English in middle and high school: How teachers’ 
professional lives support student achievement. American Educational Research Journal, 
37(2), 397-439. 
Langer, J. A. (2011). Envisioning knowledge: Building literacy in the academic disciplines. New 
York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Langer, J. A., & Applebee, A. N. (2011). How writing shapes thinking: A study of teaching and 
learning (NCTE Research Report No. 22). Urbana, IL: NCTE. 
Lanin, A., Kohnen, A., Kline, K., Singer, N., Stokes, V., & Knowles, A. (2014). From English 
language arts teacher to literacy expert: Reimagining our roles. English Journal, 104(2), 
54-60. 
Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation. 
Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 
Lea, M. R., & Street, B. V. (2006). The “academic literacies” model: Theory and applications. 
Theory Into Practice, 45(4), 368-377. 
Lee, C. D. (2001). Is October Brown Chinese? A cultural modeling activity system for 
underachieving students. American Educational Research Journal, 38(1), 97-141. 
Lee, C. D. (2007). Culture, literacy and learning: Taking bloom in the midst of the whirlwind 
  365 
 New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Lee, C. D. (2014). The multi-dimensional demands of reading in the disciplines. Journal of 
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 58(1), 9-15. 
Lee, C. D., & Goldman, S. R. (2015). Assessing literary reasoning: Text and task complexities. 
Theory Into Practice, 54(3), 213-227.  
Lee, C. D., & Spratley, A. (2010). Reading in the disciplines and the challenges of adolescent  
 literacy. Report to the Carnegie Corporation of New York. New York, NY: Carnegie 
Corporation. 
Leu, D. J., Slomp, D., Zawilinski, L., & Corrigan, J. A. (2015). Writing research through a New 
Literacies lens. In C. A. MacArthur, S. Graham, & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Handbook of 
writing research (2nd ed., pp. 41-53). New York, NY: Guilford. 
Levine, S., & Horton, W. S. (2013). Using affective appraisal to help readers construct literary  
 interpretations. Scientific Study of Literature, 3(1), 105-136. 
Lewis, W. E., & Ferretti, R. P. (2009). Defending interpretations of literary texts: The effects of  
topoi instruction on the literary arguments of high school students. Reading & Writing 
Quarterly, 25(4), 250-270. 
Lewis, W. E., & Ferretti, R. P. (2011). Topoi and literary interpretation: The effects of a critical  
reading and writing intervention on high school students’ analytic literary essays. 
Contemporary Educational Psychology, 36(4), 334-354. 
Lieberman, A., & Wood, D. R. (2001). When teachers write: Of networks and learning. In A. 
Lieberman & L. Miller (Eds.), Teachers caught in the action: Professional development 
that matters (pp. 23-44). New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Lieberman, A., & Wood, D. R. (2003). Inside the National Writing Project: Connecting network 
  366 
learning and classroom teaching. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
Lightfoot, S. L. (1983). The good high school: Portraits of character and culture. New York, 
NY: Basic Books.  
Lipson, M., & Wixson, K. (2013). Assessment of reading and writing: An interactive approach 
(5th ed.). Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Education. 
Little, J. W. (1990). The persistence of privacy: Autonomy and initiative in teachers’ 
professional relations. Teachers College Record, 91(4), 509-536. 
Little, J. W. (2003). Inside teacher community: Representations of classroom practice. Teachers 
College Record, 105(6), 913-945. 
Lortie, D. (1975). Schoolteacher: A sociological study. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago 
Press. 
Mabry, L. (2001). Writing to the rubric: Lingering effects of traditional standardized testing on 
direct writing assessment. Phi Delta Kappan, 80(9), 673-679. 
MacArthur, C. A., & Graham, S. (2015). Writing research from a cognitive perspective. In C. A. 
MacArthur, S. Graham, & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Handbook of writing research (2nd ed., pp. 
24-40). New York, NY: Guilford. 
Maines, D. R. (1993). Narrative’s moment and sociology’s phenomena: Toward a narrative 
sociology. Sociological Quarterly, 34, 17-38. 
Malone, S. (2005). Ethics at home: Informed consent in your own backyard. Qualitative Studies  
 in Education, 16(6): 797-815. 
Manderino, M., & Wickens, C. (2014). Addressing disciplinary literacy in the Common Core 
State Standards. Illinois Reading Council Journal, 42(2), 28-39. 
Marsh, J. A., Bertrand, M., & Huguet, A. (2015). Using data to alter instructional practice: The 
  367 
mediating role of coaches and professional learning communities. Teachers College 
Record, 117(4), 27-38. 
Marshall, J. (2000). Research on response to literature. In R. Barr, M. L. Kamil, P. Mosenthal, & 
P. D. Pearson (Eds.). Handbook of reading research (Vol. 3, pp. 381-402). Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates Inc. 
Margolis, J. (2008). When teachers face teachers: Listening to the resource “right down the 
hall”. Teaching Education, 19(4), 293-310. 
Mattern, K., Camara, W., & Kobrin, J. L. (2007). SAT writing: An overview of research and 
psychometrics to date. Research Notes RN-32. New York, NY: The College Board. 
McCarthey, S. (2008). The impact of No Child Left Behind on teachers’ writing instruction.  
 Written Communication, 25(4), 462-505. 
McDonald, J. P., & Klein, E. J. (2003). Networking for teacher learning: Toward a theory of  
effective design. Teachers College Record, 105(8), 1606-1621.  
McDonnell, L. M., & Weatherford, M. S. (2013). Organised interests and the Common Core.  
Educational Researcher, 42(9), 488-497. 
McGill-Franzen, A., Ward, N., Goatley, V., & Machado, V. (2002). Teachers’ use of new 
standards, frameworks, and assessments: Local cases of NYS elementary grade teachers. 
Reading Research and Instruction, 41(2), 127-148. 
McGregor, J. (2004). Making space: Teachers’ workplace topologies. Pedagogy, Culture and  
Society, 11, 353-377. 
McKenna, M. C., & Walpole, S. (2010). Planning and evaluating change at scale: Lessons from 
Reading First. Educational Researcher, 39(6), 478-483.  
McLaughlin, M. W. (1987). Learning from experience: Lessons from policy implementation. 
  368 
Educational Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 9(2), 171-178. 
McLaughlin, M. W. (2013). Implementation as mutual adaptation: Change in classroom 
organization. In D. Flinders & S. Thornton (Eds.), The curriculum studies reader (4th ed., 
pp. 195-206). New York, NY: Routledge. 
McLaughlin, M. W., & Talbert, J. (1990). The contexts of teaching in secondary schools:  
Teachers’ realities. New York, NY: Teachers College Press. 
McLaughlin, M. W., & Talbert, J. (2001). Professional communities and the work of high school  
teaching. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 
McQuillan, P., Muncey, D., & Hicks, G. (1987). What is ethnography? What can it contribute to  
understanding schools? School Ethnography Project. Providence, RI: Brown University 
Press. 
McQuitty, V. (2012). Emerging possibilities: A complex account of learning to teach  
writing. Research in the Teaching of English, 46(4), 358-389. 
Medina, J., Arango, T., Goldstein, D., & Keene, L. (2019, January 14). Los Angeles teachers 
strike, disrupting classes for 500 students. The New York Times. Retrieved from 
https://www.nytimes.com/ 
Mehan, H., Hubbard, L., & Datnow, A. (2010). A co-construction perspective on organizational 
change and educational reform. Yearbook of the National Society for the Study of 
Education, 109(1), 98-112. 
Michelson, J., & Bailey, J. A. (2016). Common goal unites district: Leaders and teachers build  
literacy and a collective responsibility for student learning. Journal of Staff Development, 
37(2), 24-27.  
Miles, M. B., & Huberman, A. M. (1994). Qualitative data analysis: An expanded sourcebook 
  369 
(2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Miller, B., & McCardle, P. (2011). Reflections on the need for continued research on writing. 
Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 24(2), 121-132.  
Milner, H. R. (2013). Scripted and narrowed curriculum reform in urban schools. Urban  
Education, 48(2), 163-170. 
Mo, Y., Kopke, R. A., Hawkins, L. K., Troia, G. A., & Olinghouse, N. G. (2014). The neglected  
“R” in a time of Common Core. Reading Teacher, 67(6), 445-453. 
Moje, E. B. (2007). Developing socially just subject-matter instruction: A review of the literature 
on disciplinary literacy. N. Parker (Ed.), Review of research in education (pp. 1-44). 
Washington, D.C.: American Educational Research Association. 
Moje, E. B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary literacy teaching and learning: A 
call for change. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 52(2), 96-107. 
Moje, E. B. (2015). Doing and teaching disciplinary literacy with adolescent learners: A social  
and cultural enterprise. Harvard Educational Review, 85(2), 254-278. 
Moje, E. B., & Sutherland, L. M. (2003). The future of middle school literacy education. English 
Education, 35(2), 149-164.  
Monte-Sano, C., De La Paz, S., & Felton, M. (2014). Implementing a disciplinary-literacy 
curriculum for U.S. history: Learning from expert middle school teachers in diverse 
classrooms. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 46(4), 540-575.  
Montgomery, R. (2012). “It serves a bigger purpose”: The tension between professional identity 
and bureaucratic mandate in public education. English Teaching: Practice and Critique, 
11(3), 45-58. 
Mosenthal, J., Lipson, M., Torncello, S., Russ, B., & Mekkelsen, J. (2004). Contexts and 
  370 
practices of six schools successful in obtaining reading achievement. Elementary School 
Journal, 104(5), 343-370. 
Moss, P. A., Girard, B. J., & Greeno, J. G. (2008). Sociocultural implications for assessment II: 
Professional learning, evaluation, and accountability. In P. A. Moss, D. C. Pullin, J. P. 
Gee, E. H. Haertel, & L. J. Young (Eds.), Assessment, equity, and opportunity to learn 
(pp. 295-332). Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press. 
Mundy, M., Howe, M. E., & Kupczynski, L. (2015). Teachers’ perceived values on the effect of 
literacy strategy professional development. Teacher Development, 19(1), 116-131. 
Nadelson, L. S., Pluska, H., Moorcroft, S., Jeffrey, A., & Woodard, S. (2014). Educators’ 
 perceptions and knowledge of the Common Core State Standards. Issues in Teacher 
 Education, 23(2), 47-66. 
National Center for Education Statistics. Writing 2011: National Assessment of Educational 
Progress at grades 8 and 12. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education. 
National Commission on Excellence in Education. (1983). A nation at risk: The imperative for 
educational reform. Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education.  
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2003). The neglected “R”: 
The need for a writing revolution. New York, NY: The College Board. 
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2004). Writing: A ticket to 
work…or a ticket out. New York, NY: The College Board. 
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2005). Writing: A 
powerful message from state government. New York, NY: The College Board. 
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2006). Writing and school 
reform. New York, NY: The College Board. 
  371 
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2008). Writing, 
technology, and teens. New York, NY: The College Board. 
National Commission on Writing in America’s Schools and Colleges (2009). Words have no 
borders: Student voices on immigration, language, and culture. New York, NY: The 
College Board. 
National Council of Teachers of English. (2008). Writing now: A policy research brief produced 
by the National Council of Teachers of English. Urbana, IL: Authors. 
National Council of Teachers of English. (2011). Literacies of disciplines: A policy research 
brief produced by the National Council of Teachers of English. Urbana, IL: Authors. 
National Council of Teachers of English. (2016). Professional knowledge for the teaching of 
writing. Urbana, IL: Authors. Retrieved from 
http://www.ncte.org/positions/statements/teaching-writing 
National Governors Association & Council of Chief State School Officers. (2013). Common 
Core State Standards for English language arts and literacy in history/social studies, 
science, and technical subjects. Washington, D.C.: Authors. 
National Educational Goals Panel. (1991). The national education goals report. Washington,  
 D.C.: Authors. 
National Writing Project Local Site Research Initiative. (2010). Writing project professional  
development continues to yield gains in student writing. Research Brief No. 2. 
Washington, D.C.: Authors. 
NCTE Task Force on the SAT and ACT Writing Tests. (2005). The impact of the SAT and ACT 
timed writing tests. Urbana, IL: NCTE. 
Nespor, J. (1997). Tangled up in school: Politics, space, bodies, and signs in the educational  
  372 
 process. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 
New York State Education Department (2018). State education department releases spring 2018 
grades 3-8 Ela and math assessment results. Retrieved from http://www.nysed.gov/ 
Nichols, S. L., & Berliner, D. C. (2007). Collateral damage: How high-stakes testing corrupts  
 America’s schools. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press. 
Nielsen, D., Barry, A., & Staab, P. (2008). Teachers’ reflections of professional change during a 
literacy-reform initiative. Teaching and Teacher Education: An International Journal of 
Research and Studies, 24(5), 1288-1303. 
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, Pub. L. No. 107-110, § 115, Stat. 1425 (2002). 
Noeth, R., & Kobrin. (2007). Writing changes in the nation’s K-12 education system. Research 
Notes RN-34. New York, NY: The College Board. 
Nolen, S. B., Horn, I. S., Ward, C. J., & Childers, S. A. (2011). Novice teacher learning and 
motivation across contexts: Assessment tools as boundary objects. Cognition and 
Instruction, 29(1), 88-122. 
Olinghouse, N. G., Santangelo, T., & Wilson, J. (2012). Examining the validity of single-
occasion, single-genre, holistically scored writing assessments. In E. Van Steendam, M. 
Tillema, G. Rijlaarsdam, & H. Van den Bergh (Eds.), Measuring writing: Recent insights 
into theory, methodology and practices (pp. 55-82). Leiden, The Netherlands: Brill. 
Olsen, B., & Kirtman, L. (2002). Teacher as mediator of school reform: An examination of 
teacher practice in 36 California restructuring schools. Teachers College Record, 104(2), 
301-324. 
Olson, C. B., Kim, J. S., Scarcella, R., Kramer, J., Pearson, M., van Dyk, D. A., … Land, R. E. 
(2012). Enhancing the interpretive reading and analytical writing of mainstreamed 
  373 
English learners in secondary school: Results from a randomized field trial using a 
cognitive strategies approach. American Educational Research Journal, 49(2), 323-355. 
Palmer, D., & Rangel, V. (2011). High stakes accountability and policy implementation: Teacher 
decision making in bilingual classrooms in Texas. Educational Policy, 25(4), 614-647. 
Park, J. Y. (2013). All the ways of reading literature: Preservice English teachers’ perspectives  
 on disciplinary literacy. English Education, 45(4), 361-384. 
Park, J. Y. (2016). “He didn’t add more evidence”: Using historical graphic novels to develop  
 language learners’ disciplinary literacy. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 60(1), 
35-43. 
Parke, C., Lane, S., & Stone, C. (2006). Impact of a state performance assessment program in 
reading and writing. Educational Research and Evaluation, 12(3), 239-269. 
Patterson, J., Eubank, H., Rathbun, S., & Noble, S. (2010). Making sense of an urban district’s 
literacy reform. NAASP Bulletin, 94(3), 227-246. 
Payne, C. M. (2008). So much reform, so little change: The persistence of failure in urban 
schools. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Education Press. 
Peach, R., & Campos, A. (2008). Improving literacy across the curriculum: A study of 
instructional development. New York, NY: New York City Writing Project.  
Pearson, P. D., Moje, E., & Greenleaf, C. (2010). Literacy and science: Each in the service of the 
other. Science, 328(5977), 459-463.  
Pedagogic protests: Behind the teacher strikes that have roiled five states. (2018, May 5). The 
Economist. Retrieved from https://www.economist.com/ 
Pedersen, J. (2018). Revision as dialogue: Exploring question posing in writing response.   
 Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 62(2), 185-194. 
  374 
Penuel, W. R., Riel, M., Krause, A. E., & Frank, K. A. (2009). Analyzing teachers’ professional 
interactions in a school as social capital: A social network approach. Teachers College 
Record, 111(1), 124-163. 
Porac, J., Thomas, H., & Baden-Fuller, C. (1989). Competitive groups as cognitive communities: 
The case of Scottish knitwear manufacturers. Journal of Management Studies, 26(4), 
397-416. 
Potash, B., & Oxford, J. (2010). What kinds of collaboration do you engage in for the benefit of 
 your students? English Journal, 99(5), 22-23. 
Powers, S. W., Zippay, C., & Butler, B. (2006). Investigating connections between teacher  
 beliefs and instructional practices with struggling readers. Reading Horizons, 47(2), 121-
157. 
Pratt, M. L. (1991). Arts of the contact zone. Profession, 33-40. 
Pritchard, R. J. (1987). Effects on student writing of teacher training in the National Writing  
 Project model. Written Communication, 4(1), 51-67. 
Pritchard, R. J., & Marshall, J. C. (1994). Evaluation of a tiered model for staff development in  
 writing. Research in the Teaching of English, 28(3), 259-285. 
Psencik, K., & Baldwin, R. (2012). Link data to learning goals: Common district assessments  
 connect teaching effectiveness to student performance. Journal of Staff Development, 
33(4), 30-35. 
Pullmann, J. (2017). The education invasion: How Common Core fights parents for control of 
American kids. New York, NY: Encounter Books. 
Putra, G. B. S., & Tang, K. (2016). Disciplinary literacy instructions on writing scientific  
explanations: A case study from a chemistry classroom in an all-girls school. Chemistry 
  375 
Education Research and Practice, 17(3), 569-579. 
Rabinow, P. (1977). Reflections on fieldwork in Morocco. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago  
 Press. 
Rainey, E. C. (2016). Disciplinary literacy in English language arts: Exploring the social and  
problem-based nature of literary reading and reasoning. Reading Research Quarterly, 
0(0), 1-19.  
Rainey, E. C., & Moje, E. B. (2012). Building insider knowledge: Teaching students to read,  
 write, and think in ELA and across the disciplines. English Education, 45(1), 71-90. 
Raphael, T. E. (2010). Defying gravity: Literacy reform in urban schools. Literacy Research  
 Association Yearbook, 59, 22-42. 
Raphael, T. E., Au, K., & Goldman, S. (2009). Whole-school instructional improvement through  
the standards-based change process: A developmental model. In J. Hoffman & Y. 
Goodman (Eds.), Changing literacies for changing times: An historical perspective on 
the future of reading research, public policy, and classroom practices (pp. 198–229). 
New York, NY: Routledge/Taylor & Francis. 
Raphael, T. E., Vasquez, J. M., Fortune, A. J., Gavelek, J. R., & Au, K. (2014). Sociocultural 
approaches to professional development: Supporting sustainable school change. In L. 
Martin, S. Kragler, D. Quatroche, & K. Bauserman (Eds.), Handbook of professional 
development in education (pp. 145-173). New York, NY: Guilford Press. 
Ravitch, D. (2000). Left back: A century of battles over school reform. New York, NY: Simon &  
Schuster. 
Ravitch, D. (2014). Reign of error: The hoax of the privatization movement and the danger to  
 America’s public schools. New York, NY: Vintage. 
  376 
Reading Excellence Act, H.R. 2614 (1998). 
Riley, K. (2015). Enacting critical literacy in English classrooms: How a teacher learning  
community supported critical inquiry. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 58(5), 
417-425. 
Rogoff, B. (1994). Developing understanding of the idea of community of learners. Mind,  
 Culture, and Activity, 1(4), 209-229. 
Rose, P. (1985). Writing on women: Essays in a renaissance. Middletown, CT: Wesleyan  
 University Press. 
Rowan, B., & Miller, R. J. (2007). Organizational strategies for promoting instructional change:  
Implementation dynamics in schools working with comprehensive school reform 
providers. American Educational Research Journal, 44(2), 252-297. 
Ruecker, T., Chamcharatsri, B., & Saengngoen, J. (2015). Teacher perceptions of the impact of  
the Common Core Assessments on linguistically diverse high school students. The 
Journal of Writing Assessment, 8(1), 1-9. 
Russ, R., Sherin, B. L., & Sherin, M. G. (2016). What constitutes teacher learning? In D. H. 
Gitomer & C. A. Bell (Eds.), The AERA handbook of research on teaching (5th ed., pp. 
391-438). Washington, D.C.: American Educational Research Association.  
Russell, F. A. (2015). Learning to teach English learners: Instructional coaching and developing  
novice high school teacher capacity. Teacher Education Quarterly, 42(1), 27-47. 
Saldaňa, J. (2013). The coding manual for qualitative researchers (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE Publications. 
Sandholtz, J. H., Ogawa, R. T., & Scribner, S. P. (2004). Standards gaps: Unintended  
consequences of local standards-based reform. Teachers College Record, 106(6), 1177-
  377 
1202. 
Sawchuk, S. (2017, November 13). Even when states revise standards, the core of Common Core  
remains. Education Week. Retrieved from https://www.edweek.org/ 
Schaffer, J. C. (1995). The Jane Schaffer method: Teaching the multiparagraph essay: A  
 sequential nine-week unit (3rd ed.). San Diego, CA: Jane Schaffer Publications.  
Schultz, K., Hull, G. A., & Higgs, J. (2015). After writing, after school. In C. A. MacArthur, S.  
Graham, & J. Fitzgerald (Eds.), Handbook of writing research (2nd ed., pp. 102-115). 
New York, NY: Guilford. 
Seale, C. (2012) Researching society and culture (3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE  
 Publications. 
Semali, L., & Kincheloe, J. (1999). What is indigenous knowledge? Voices from the academy. 
New York, NY: Falmer Press. 
Serrant-Green, L. (2002). Black on black: Methodological issues for black researchers working  
 in minority ethnic communities. Nurse Researcher, 9(4), 30-44. 
Shanahan, T. (2015). Common Core State Standards: A new role for writing. Elementary School  
 Journal, 115(4), 464-479. 
Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2008). Teaching disciplinary literacy to adolescents: Rethinking  
 content-area literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 78(1), 40-59. 
Shelton, N. R. (2010). Program fidelity in two “Reading Mastery” classrooms: A view from the 
inside. Literacy Research and Instruction, 49(4), 315-333. 
Shober, A. F. (2016). In common no more: The politics of the Common Core State Standards. 
New York, NY: Praeger. 
Shook, J. (1981). The gateway writing project: An evaluation of teachers teaching teachers to 
  378 
write. Research in the Teaching of English, 15(3), 282-284. 
Shulman, L. (1987). Knowledge and teaching: Foundations of the new reform. Harvard 
Educational Review, 51, 1-22. 
Simon, R. (2013). “Starting with what is”: Exploring response and responsibility to student  
 writing through collaborative inquiry. English Education, 45(2), 115-146. 
Siskin, L. S. (1991). Departments as different worlds: Subject subcultures in secondary schools. 
Educational Administration Quarterly, 27(2), 134-160. 
Sloan, K. (2006). Teacher identity and agency in school worlds: Beyond the all-good/all-bad 
discourse on accountability-explicit curriculum policies. Curriculum Inquiry, 36(2), 119-
152. 
Smagorinsky, P. (1998). Thinking and speech and protocol analysis. Mind, Culture, and 
Activity, 5(3), 157-177. 
Smagorinsky, P. (2010). Teaching writing in the age of accountability: Reflections from the  
academy. In G. Troia, R. Shankland, & A. Heintz (Eds.), Putting writing research into 
practice: Applications for teacher professional development (pp. 276-306). New York: 
Guilford Press. 
Smagorinsky, P. (2014). Teaching dilemmas and solutions in content-area literacy, grades 6-12.  
 New York, NY: Corwin. 
Smagorinsky, P. (2015). Disciplinary literacy in English language arts. Journal of Adolescent &  
 Adult Literacy, 59(2), 141-146. 
Smagorinsky, P., Gibson, N., Bickmore, S. T., Moore, C. P., & Cook, L. S. (2004). Praxis shock:  
Making the transition from a student-centered university program to the corporate climate 
of schools. English Education, 36(3), 214-245. 
  379 
Smagorinsky, P., Lakly, A., & Johnson, T. S. (2002). Acquiescence, accommodation, and  
resistance in learning to teach within a prescribed curriculum. English Education, 34(3), 
187-213. 
Smagorinsky, P., & Smith, M. W. (1992). The nature of knowledge in composition and literary  
 understanding. Review of Educational Research, 62(3), 279-305. 
Spence, L. (2010). Discerning writing assessment: Insights into an analytical rubric. Language  
 Arts, 87(5), 337-352. 
Spillane, J. P. (2004). Standards deviation: How schools misunderstand education policy.  
 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Spillane, J. P., & Kim, C. M. (2012). An exploratory analysis of formal school leaders’ 
positioning in instructional advice and information networks in elementary schools. 
American Journal of Education, 119(1), 73-102.  
Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Gomez, L. M. (2006). Policy implementation: The role of human,  
social, and distributed cognition in framing policy implementation. In M. Honig (Ed.), 
New directions in education policy implementation: Confronting complexity (pp. 47-64). 
Buffalo, NY: SUNY Press. 
Spillane, J. P., Reiser, B. J., & Reimer, T. (2002). Policy implementation and cognition:  
Reframing and refocusing implementation research. Review of Educational Research, 
72(3), 387-431. 
SRI Education. (2015). Impact of the National Writing Project’s College-Ready Writer’s  
 Program on teachers and students. Washington, D.C.: Authors. 
Stahl, K. A. (2015). Using professional learning communities to bolster comprehension  
instruction. Reading Teacher, 68(5), 327-333. 
  380 
Stake, R. (2003). Case studies. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Strategies of qualitative  
inquiry (2nd ed., pp. 134-164). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Stake, R. (2006). Multiple case study analysis. New York, NY: The Guilford Press.  
Star, S. L., & Griesemer, J. R. (1989). Institutional ecology, “translations” and boundary objects: 
Amateurs and professionals in Berkeley’s Museum of Vertebrate Zoology, 1907-39. 
Social Studies of Science, 19(3), 387-420. 
Starbuck, W., & Milliken, F. (1988). Executives’ perceptual filters: What they notice and how  
they make sense. In D. Hambrick (Ed.), The executive effect: Concepts and methods for 
studying top managers (pp. 35-65). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press. 
Steeg, S. M. (2016). A case study of teacher reflection: Examining teacher participation in a  
video-based professional learning community. Journal of Language and Literacy 
Education, 12(1), 122-141. 
Stein, M. K., & D’Amico, L. (2002). Inquiry at the crossroads of policy and learning: A study of  
 a district-wide literacy initiative. Teachers College Record, 104(7), 1313-1344. 
Stern, R. (2016). Principled neglect and compliance: Responses to NCLB and the CCSS at an  
 Expeditionary Learning middle school. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 15(2), 1-32. 
St. John, M., & Stokes, L. (2012). The power of NWP as it makes an evolutionary leap forward:  
An evaluator’s perspective. Paper presented at the National Writing Project Spring 
Meeting. Retrieved from http://www.inverness-research.org/reports/slides_nwp/2012-
03_Slds_NWP-SpringMtg-final_050112.pdf 
Stodart, H. (2010). Surviving on demand: Attitudes and strategies for teaching writing-on- 
 demand. Catalyst for Change, 36(2), 32-38. 
Stokes, L., Hirabayashi, J., Murray, A., & Senauke, L. (2011). The enduring quality and value of  
  381 
the National Writing Project’s teacher development institutes: Teachers’ assessments of 
NWP contributions to their classroom practice and development as leaders. Inverness, 
CA: Inverness Research. 
Strauss, A., & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory procedures  
 and techniques. Newbury Park, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Strickland, D., Bodino, A., Buchan, K., Jones, K., Nelson, A., & Rosen, M. (2001). Teaching  
 writing in a time of reform. Elementary School Journal, 101(4), 385-397. 
Sullivan, L., & Westover, T. (2015). In the driver’s seat: Teacher-led model moves learning in  
 the right direction. Journal of Staff Development, 36(3), 24-27.  
Supovitz, J., Daly, A. J., & Del Fresno, M. (2018). The Common Core debate on Twitter and the  
rise of the activist public. Journal of Educational Change, 19(4), 419-440. 
 Swain, S., & LeMahieu, P. (2012). Assessment in a culture of inquiry: The story of the National  
Writing Project’s Analytic Writing Continuum. In N. Elliott & L. Perelman (Eds.), 
Writing assessment in the 21st century: Essays in honor of Edward M. White (pp. 45-66). 
New York, NY: Hampton Press. 
Swars, S. L., & Chestnutt, C. (2016). Transitioning to the Common Core State Standards for  
mathematics: A mixed methods study of elementary teachers’ experiences and 
perspectives. School Science and Mathematics, 116(4), 212-224. 
Sykes, G., & Wilson, S. (2016). Can policy (re)form instruction? In D. H. Gitomer & C. A. Bell  
(Eds.), The AERA handbook of research on teaching (5th ed., pp. 851-916). Washington, 
D.C.: American Educational Research Association.  
Taylor, B. M., Pearson, P. D., Peterson, D. S., & Rodriguez, M. C. (2005). The CIERA School  
 Change Framework: An evidence-based approach to professional development and  
  382 
 school reading improvement. Reading Research Quarterly, 40(1), 40-69. 
Taylor, B. M., Raphael, T. E., & Au, K. H. (2011). Reading and school reform. In M. L. Kamil,  
P. D. Pearson, E. B. Moje, & P. P. Afflerbach (Eds.), Handbook of reading research 
(Vol. 4, pp. 594-628). New York, NY: Routledge/Taylor & Francis. 
Thompson, L., Kaufman, J., & Opfer, V. (2016). Implementation of K–12 state standards for  
mathematics and English language arts and literacy: Findings from the American 
Teacher Panel. Santa Monica, CA: RAND Corporation. 
Tremmel, M., & Tremmel, R. (2012). Writing teacher Education: Past and present.  
Teaching/Writing: The Journal of Writing Teacher Education, 1(1), 8-9. 
Troia, G. A., & Olinghouse, N. G. (2013). The Common Core State Standards and evidence- 
based educational practices. School Psychology Review, 42(3), 343–357. 
Troia, G. A., Olinghouse, N. G., Wilson, J., Stewart, K. A., Mo, Y., Hawkins, L., & Kopke, R.  
A. (2016). The Common Core writing standards: A descriptive study of content and 
alignment with a sample of former state standards. Reading Horizons, 55(3), 98-141.  
Tyack, D., & Cuban, L. (1995). Tinkering toward utopia: A century of public school reform.  
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Valencia, S. W., Place, N. A., Martin, S. D., & Grossman, P. L. (2006). Curriculum materials for  
elementary reading: Shackles and scaffolds for four beginning teachers. Elementary 
School Journal, 107(1), 93-121. 
Valli, L., & Buese, D. (2007). The changing roles of teachers in an era of high-stakes  
accountability. American Educational Research Journal, 44(3), 519-558. 
van Someren, M., Barnard, Y., & Sandberg, J. (1994). The think aloud method: A practical  
guide to modeling cognitive processes. New York, NY: Academic Press. 
  383 
Vasavada, N., Carman, E., Hart, B., & Luisier, D. (2010). Common core state standards 
alignment: ReadiStep, PSAT/NMSQT, and SAT. Research Report 2010-5A. New York, 
NY: The College Board. 
Vygotsky, L. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
Waller, W. (1932). The sociology of teaching. New York, NY: Wiley Press 
Walpole, S., Justice, L. M., & Invernizzi, M. A. (2004). Closing the gap between research and 
practice: Case study of school-wide literacy reform. Reading and Writing Quarterly, 
20(3), 261-283.  
Wardrip, P. S., Gomez, L. M., & Gomez, K. (2015). We modify each other’s lessons: The role of 
literacy work circles in developing professional community. Teacher Development, 
19(4), 445-460. 
Waterman, R. (1990). Adhocracy: The power to change. Memphis, TN: Whittle Direct Books. 
Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge, 
England: Cambridge University Press. 
Whitney, A. E., & Friedrich, L. (2013). Orientations for the teaching of writing: A legacy of the 
National Writing Project. Teachers College Record, 115(7), 1-37. 
Whyte, A. (2011). Alabama secondary school English teachers’ National Writing Project 
participation and own writing in relation to their organization of the classroom and to 
student achievement in writing. Research Report. Berkley, CA: National Writing Project. 
Retrieved from http://www.nwp.org/cs/public/print/resource/3639 
Whyte, A., Lazatte, A., Thompson, I., Ellis, N., Muse, A., & Talbot, R. (2007). The National 
Writing Project, teachers’ writing lives, and student achievement in writing. Action in 
  384 
Teacher Education, 29(2), 5-16. 
Wieck, K. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications. 
Wilcox, K. C., Jeffery, J. V., & Gardner-Bixler, A. (2016). Writing to the Common Core: 
Teachers’ responses to changes in standards and assessments for writing in elementary 
schools. Reading and Writing: An Interdisciplinary Journal, 29(5), 903-928. 
Wilder, L. (2002). “Get uncomfortable with uncertainty”: A study of the conventional values of  
literary analysis in an undergraduate literature course. Written Communication, 19(1), 
175-221. 
Wilder, L. (2005). “The rhetoric of literary criticism” revisited: Mistaken critics, complex  
 contexts, and social justice. Written Communication, 22(1), 76-119. 
Wilder, P. & Herro, D. (2016). Lessons learned: Collaborative symbiosis and responsive 
disciplinary literacy teaching. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 59(5), 539-549. 
Wiley, M. (2001). The popularity of formulaic writing (and why we need to resist). English 
Journal, 90(1), 61-67. 
Wineburg, S., & Reisman, A. (2015). Disciplinary literacy in history: A toolkit for digital 
citizenship. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 58(8), 636-639. 
Woodard, R., & Kline, S. (2015). Moving beyond compliance: Promoting research-based 
professional discretion in the implementation of the Common Core State Standards in 
English language arts. Mid-Western Educational Researcher, 27(3), 243-263. 
Wright, W. E., & Choi, D. (2006). The impact of language and high-stakes testing policies on 
elementary school English Language Learners in Arizona. Education Policy Analysis 
Archives, 14(13), 1-75.  
Yancey, K. B. (1999). Looking back as we look forward: Historicizing writing assessment. 
  385 
College Composition and Communication, 50(3), 483–503. 
Yin, R. K. (2014). Case study research: Design and methods (5th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: 
SAGE Publications. 
Zeichner, K. (2017). The struggle for the soul of teaching and teacher education. New York,  
NY: Routledge. 
Zimmerman, D. P., Litzau, K. M., & Murray, V. L. (2016). Dive into the deep end: Anchor texts  
build understanding of complex ideas. Journal of Staff Development, 37(2), 40-45. 
Zygouris-Coe, V. (2012). Disciplinary literacy and the Common Core State Standards. Topics in  
Language Disorders, 32(1), 35-50. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
386 
APPENDIX A: ENGLISH TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
ENGLISH TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 1 
 
Background 
Let’s begin by talking a little bit about your experiences teaching writing. 
1. What does writing instruction typically look like in your class? 
Probes: How much instructional time do you devote to writing? How do you give feedback on 
writing? What stages of the writing process do you focus on? What writing skills do you focus 
on? What genres of writing do you focus on? 
2. What resources do you find useful in your writing instruction? 
Probe: What materials do you use when you teach writing? Where do these materials come 
from? 
3. Could you tell me something about your own experiences as a student of writing? 
Probe: Do you consider yourself a writer? Why or why not? 
 
Writing Initiative 
Now, I want to focus on the Common Writing Assessment initiative. 
1. In general, what do you think about Common Writing Assessment initiative? 
Probes: How did you first learn about the initiative? In your own words, what is the purpose of 
the initiative? How do you feel about the decision to use standardized writing prompts and 
rubrics this year? Has this improved the initiative? How do you feel about having artifacts from 
the writing initiative included in your teacher evaluation? 
2. Can you describe the professional learning opportunities that have been provided to you in 
implementing the initiative? 
Probe: What has professional development around the initiative been like? Where and when 
has this happened? Has it been effective? 
3. Could you talk a little about how the English department has responded to the writing initiative? 
Probes: What are teachers’ attitudes towards the initiative? To the changes this year? What 
challenges has the initiative presented in the department? In what ways has it been beneficial? 
4. How do think the initiative has impacted your writing instruction? Your students’ writing? 
 
Disciplinary Writing 
Also, I’d like to get your thoughts on the writing curriculum in ELA at Adams. 
1. Can you briefly describe the writing curriculum outlined in the school’s ELA Curriculum Guide? 
Probes: What skills and processes are stressed? At what grade levels? How does standardized 
writing assessment factor into the writing curriculum? How does the departmental research 
paper factor into the writing curriculum? How have these expectations been presented to you? 
2. How do you use the curriculum guide in your own writing instruction? 
Probe: How often do you reference it? What parts? 
3. How do you think the curriculum guide distinguishes writing in ELA from writing in other subject 
areas? 
4. How much is your writing instruction influenced by the CCSS? By the Massachusetts state 
curriculum frameworks? 
Probe: How do you use the standards? 
5. How do you think the standards distinguish writing in ELA from writing in other subject areas? 
6. What would you change about the writing curriculum at Adams? 
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ENGLISH TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 2 
 
Writing Initiative 
So, I want to start by talking about your experiences with the writing initiative this year. 
1. Can you describe your process for administering the writing prompts? 
Probes: How long did this take? Over how many days? How did you give feedback to students? 
What was your timeline for this? 
2. In what ways has the writing initiative been beneficial? What challenges have you faced in 
implementing the initiative this year? 
Probe: How is this different from prior years? 
3. What kind of PD was provided to support the writing initiative this year? 
4. What impact do you think the initiative has had on your writing instruction? 
Probes: What changes have you made to your writing instruction as a result of the initiative? 
What, if anything, did you do in class to prepare students for the prompts? 
5. What impact do you think the initiative has had on your students’ writing? 
Probes: What trends did you notice in looking across the student data? Are there specific skills 
you think the writing initiative has helped your students to develop? How has it influenced your 
students’ ability to write in different genres? How has it influenced their motivation to write? 
 
Writing Prompts and Rubrics 
I’m also curious about the specific prompts and rubrics you used for the writing initiative. 
1. Now that we’re at the end of the year, what do you think about the decision to use standardized 
writing prompts and rubrics? 
Probes: Did you modify the prompts or rubrics at all? If so, how? 
2. What are the strengths of the [PARCC/MCAS/SAT] writing prompts and rubrics you were asked 
to use? What are their limitations? 
Probe for issues related to the wording of prompts, their interpretive focus, the writing 
skills/genres they stressed, their grade-level appropriateness, the authenticity of the writing 
task; also, how easy the rubrics were to understand, how efficient they were to use, how useful 
they were for students. 
3. How do these prompts compare to the writing tasks on the new MCAS 2.0? 
Probes: How did you prepare your students for the MCAS 2.0 writing? How have students 
responded to this assessment?  
4. If you had to design prompts for the writing initiative, what would they look like? Be specific. 
 
Common Core 
Now I’d like to come back to our earlier conversations about the CCSS. 
1. After the work we’ve done in CPT and the discussions we’ve had as a whole school, what do you 
think of the CCSS for writing? 
Probe: Can you describe the PD that has been provided around the CCSS for writing? 
2. Are there resources that have been helpful in supporting your implementation of the CCSS for 
writing? 
Probe: In what ways? How did you acquire these resources? 
3. As you understand it, how do you define literary analysis? 
4. How much is your writing instruction shaped by the CCSS? 
 
English Department 
Finally, I want to talk more broadly about the work you have done as an English department. 
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1. Can you describe what the leadership has been like in the English department this year? 
Probes: What are your thoughts on the change in program director? What has the lead teacher’s 
role been? How has the new headmaster been involved in the work of the department? 
2. Can you talk a little bit about the work you did with the research paper this year? 
Probes: What progress was made? What challenges did you face, individually and as a 
department? What issues still need to be addressed? How does this connect with the writing 
initiative?  
3. What professional learning experiences did you find most meaningful this year? Why? 
4. Can you talk a little bit about your experiences collaborating with your colleagues during CPT 
this year? 
Probes: Who did you collaborate with? Around what? What was that collaboration like? What 
materials did you use? 
5. What are your hopes for the department going forward?  
 
 
APPENDIX B: ENGLISH DEPARTMENT LEADER INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
ENGLISH PROGRAM DIRECTOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 1 
 
Background 
Let’s begin by talking about your experiences as a school leader. 
1. Could you tell me a little about your position at Adams? 
Probe: What are your administrative responsibilities? How long have you been here? 
2. What have been your major priorities as program director for ELA? 
Probe: What particular needs in the department have you worked to address? 
3. Could you describe your experiences with professional development in ELA? 
Probes: What opportunities for professional learning are available to ELA teachers? How have 
you led or participated? How have ELA teachers responded to the addition of Common Planning 
Time? To the Instructional Focus? 
 
Writing Initiative 
Now, I want to focus on the Common Writing Assessment initiative. 
1. Could you explain the origin of the Common Writing Assessment initiative? As you understand 
it, how did it begin? 
Probes: Whose idea was it? What is the purpose of the initiative? 
2. How has the initiative been presented to ELA teachers? 
Probes: When? Where? By whom?  
3. How has the initiative evolved in the English department over the past three years? What are 
the goals for the initiative in ELA this year? 
4. How have ELA teachers responded to the initiative? 
Probes: What are ELA teachers’ attitudes towards the initiative? Has this varied at all by grade 
level? How have they responded to changes in the initiative? 
5. What has professional development around the writing initiative been like for ELA? 
Probes: What activities did teachers participate in? What tools were used? How did teachers 
respond? What are the plans for PD around the writing initiative this year? 
6. What has your role been in supporting the initiative? 
Probe: Can you describe your participation in the initiative? 
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7. How do you think the initiative has influenced ELA teachers’ writing instruction? Can you give 
some examples of how you have seen the initiative being implemented in their classrooms? 
8. How do you think the initiative has influenced students’ writing in ELA? 
Probe: Have there been any changes reflected in standardized assessments? 
 
ELA Curriculum 
Also, I’d like to get your thoughts on the ELA curriculum at Adams. 
1. Can you talk a little bit about what kind of curriculum work you hope to do with the English 
department this year? 
Probe: How do you think the department will respond? 
2. How much do you think teachers in the English department use the Common Core State 
Standards? The Massachusetts state curriculum frameworks? 
Probe: How do they use the standards? What support has been provided by the district in terms 
of curriculum alignment? 
3. Can you briefly describe the writing curriculum outlined in the school’s ELA Curriculum Guide? 
Probes: What genres of writing are emphasized? What skills and processes are stressed? At 
what grade levels? How does standardized writing assessment factor into the writing 
curriculum? How does the departmental research paper factor into the writing curriculum? 
What resources did you use in making this guide? 
4. How do you think the curriculum distinguishes writing in ELA from writing in other subject 
areas? 
Probe: What does the curriculum guide say about what it means to write literary analysis? 
5. How have these expectations for disciplinary writing been communicated to ELA teachers? 
 
ENGLISH LEAD TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 1 
 
Background 
Let’s begin by talking about your experiences as a lead teacher. 
1. Could you tell me a little about your role in the department? 
Probes: What are your responsibilities? How did you become lead teacher, and why did you 
choose to take on this role? 
2. What are your major goals as lead teacher this year? 
Probes: What particular needs in the department are you working to address? What 
professional learning opportunities are you planning? 
 
Writing Initiative 
Now, I want to focus on the Common Writing Assessment initiative. 
1. Could you explain the origin of the Common Writing Assessment initiative? As you understand 
it, how did it begin? 
Probes: Whose idea was it? What is the purpose of the initiative? 
2. How do you feel about the departmental changes to the initiative this year? 
Probe: How do you feel about the decision to use standardized writing prompts and rubrics this 
year? 
3. How has the initiative been presented to ELA teachers? 
Probes: When? Where? By whom?  
4. How have ELA teachers responded to the initiative? 
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Probes: What are ELA teachers’ attitudes towards the initiative? Has this varied at all by grade 
level? How have they responded to changes in the initiative? How would you describe the 
program director’s involvement in the initiative? 
5. What has professional development around the initiative been like?  
Probes: Where and when has this happened? Has it been effective? How do you feel about 
having artifacts from the writing initiative included in your teacher evaluation?  
6. What challenges have you faced in implementing the initiative? 
Probe: What supports have been offered? 
7. What are your goals for the writing initiative with the department this year? 
8. How do think the initiative has impacted your writing instruction? Your students’ writing? 
Probe: Can you give an example? 
 
Disciplinary Writing 
Also, I’d like to get your thoughts on the ELA curriculum at Adams. 
1. Can you talk a little bit about what kind of curriculum work you hope to do with the English 
department with writing this year? 
Probe: How do you think the department will respond? 
2. How much do you think teachers in the English department use the Common Core State 
Standards in their writing instruction? The Massachusetts state curriculum frameworks? 
Probes: How do they use the standards? What support has been provided by the district in 
terms of curriculum alignment? 
3. Can you briefly describe the writing curriculum outlined in the school’s ELA Curriculum Guide? 
Probes: What genres of writing are emphasized? What skills and processes are stressed? At 
what grade levels? How does standardized writing assessment factor into the writing 
curriculum? How does the departmental research paper factor into the writing curriculum? 
4. How do you think the curriculum distinguishes writing in ELA from writing in other subject 
areas? 
Probes: What does the curriculum guide say about what it means to write literary analysis? 
What skills and processes are stressed? 
5. How have these expectations for disciplinary writing been communicated to ELA teachers? 
 
ENGLISH PROGRAM DIRECTOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 2 
 
Background 
First, I’d like to start by talking a little about your experiences as a school leader. 
1. Tell me about what it’s been like taking on the responsibilities of program director for the 
department. 
Probes: What made you decide to pursue this position? What are your major priorities as 
program director? What challenges have you faced in adjusting to this role? What support has 
been provided? 
2. What professional learning experiences did you find most meaningful this year? Can you talk 
about any opportunities you had for out-of-school PD? 
3. Can you describe what the leadership has been like in the English department this year? 
Probes: What are your thoughts on the leadership provided by the lead teacher? How has the 
new headmaster been involved in the work of the department? The rest of the admin team? 
4. Can you talk a little bit about how you have observed teachers collaborating during CPT this 
year? 
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Probes: Who collaborated with whom? Around what? What did this collaboration look like? 
What materials did you use? How could it be improved? 
5. Can you talk a little bit about the work you did with the research paper this year? 
Probes: What progress was made? What challenges did you face, individually and as a 
department? What issues still need to be addressed? How does this connect with the writing 
initiative?  
6. What are your goals the department going forward?  
 
Writing Curriculum 
Also, I’d like to get your thoughts on the writing curriculum at the OB. 
1. Can you briefly describe the writing curriculum outlined in the school’s ELA Curriculum Guide? 
Probes: What genres of writing are emphasized? What skills and processes are stressed? How 
do you think the curriculum distinguishes writing literary analysis from writing other subject 
areas? 
2. To what extent is this curriculum aligned with the CCSS? What do you think of the CCSS for 
writing? 
3. Can you talk a little bit about the PD that was provided to teachers around the CCSS for writing? 
Probe: What resources have you found helpful in supporting implementation of the CCSS for 
writing? 
4. As you understand it, how do the standards distinguish writing literary analysis from other kinds 
of writing? 
5. How much do you think teachers’ writing instruction is shaped by the CCSS? 
6. How would you improve the writing curriculum at the OB? 
 
Writing Initiative 
Finally, I’d like to focus on the Common Writing Assessment initiative. 
1. Could you explain the origin of the Common Writing Assessment initiative? As you understand 
it, how did it begin? 
Probes: Whose idea was it? What is the purpose of the initiative? How was it presented to ELA 
teachers? What have teachers’ attitudes been towards the initiative? 
2. In what ways has the writing initiative been beneficial for teachers? What challenges have 
teachers faced in implementing the initiative this year? 
Probe: How is this different from prior years? 
3. Can you talk a little bit about the PD that was provided to teachers around the writing initiative 
this year? 
Probes: What activities did teachers participate in? What tools were used? How did teachers 
respond? How do you see your role in supporting the writing initiative? 
4. Now that we’re at the end of the year, what do you think about the decision to use standardized 
writing prompts and rubrics? 
Probes: What were the strengths and limitations of these prompts/rubrics? How do they 
compare to your experiences with the new MCAS 2.0? 
5. How have you observed that the initiative has impacted teachers’ writing instruction? 
Probes: What changes have you observed teachers making in their writing instruction as a result 
of the initiative? Can you give an example? 
6. How have you observed that the initiative has impacted students’ writing? 
Probes: What trends did you notice in looking across the student data? Are there specific skills 
you think the writing initiative has helped students to develop? 
7. How do you see the writing initiative as connected to other work in the department? 
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Probe specifically for connections to the research paper, summer reading, instructional focus. 
8. What are the next steps for the writing initiative? What changes do you hope to make to the 
initiative next year? 
 
ENGLISH LEAD TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 2 
 
Writing Initiative 
So, I want to start by talking again about your experiences with the writing initiative. 
1. In what ways has the writing initiative been beneficial for teachers? What challenges have 
teachers faced in implementing the initiative this year? 
Probe: How is this different from prior years? 
2. Can you talk a little bit about the PD that was provided to teachers around the writing initiative 
this year? 
3. Now that we’re at the end of the year, what do you think about the decision to use standardized 
writing prompts and rubrics? 
Probes: What were the strengths and limitations of these prompts/rubrics? How do they 
compare to your experiences with the new MCAS 2.0? 
4. How have you observed that the initiative has impacted teachers’ writing instruction? 
Probes: What changes have you observed teachers making in their writing instruction as a result 
of the initiative? Can you give an example? 
5. How have you observed that the initiative has impacted students’ writing? 
Probes: What trends did you notice in looking across the student data? Are there specific skills 
you think the writing initiative has helped students to develop? 
6. How do you see the writing initiative as connected to other work in the department? 
Probe specifically for connections to the research paper, summer reading, instructional focus. 
 
Common Core 
Now I’d like to come back to our earlier conversations about the CCSS. 
1. After the work we’ve done in CPT and the discussions we’ve had as a whole school, what do you 
think of the CCSS for writing? 
Probe: Can you talk a little bit about the PD that was provided to teachers around the CCSS for 
writing? 
2. What resources have you found helpful in supporting implementation of the CCSS for writing? 
3. As you understand it, how do the standards distinguish writing literary analysis from other kinds 
of writing? 
4. How much do you think teachers’ writing instruction is shaped by the CCSS? 
 
English Department 
Finally, I want to talk more broadly about the work you have done as an English department. 
1. Tell me a little about your experiences taking on the responsibilities of lead teacher for the 
department. 
Probes: What challenges did you have in adjusting to this role? What support was provided? 
How did you balance your teaching responsibilities with your leadership responsibilities? 
2. What professional learning experiences did you find most meaningful this year? Can you talk 
about any opportunities you had for out-of-school PD? 
3. Can you describe what the leadership has been like in the English department this year? 
Probes: What are your thoughts on the change in program director? How has the new 
headmaster been involved in the work of the department? The rest of the admin team? 
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4. Can you talk a little bit about how you have observed teachers collaborating during CPT this 
year? 
Probes: Who collaborated with whom? Around what? What did this collaboration look like? 
What materials did you use? How could it be improved? 
5. Can you talk a little bit about the work you did with the research paper this year? 
Probes: What progress was made? What challenges did you face, individually and as a 
department? What issues still need to be addressed? How does this connect with the writing 
initiative?  
6. How would you improve the writing curriculum at the OB? 
7. Do you feel your goals for the department this year were met? Explain.  
8. What are your goals the department going forward? 
 
 
APPENDIX C: ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS 
CURRENT ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Background 
Let’s begin by talking about your experiences as a school leader. 
1. Could you tell me a little about your position at Adams? 
Probe: What are your administrative responsibilities? How long have you been here? 
2. What have been your major priorities as a school leader? 
Probe: What particular school needs have you worked to address? 
3. Could you describe your experiences with professional development at Adams? 
Probes: What opportunities for professional learning are available to teachers? How have you 
led or participated? How have teachers responded to the addition of Common Planning Time? 
To the Instructional Focus? 
 
Writing Initiative 
Now, I want to focus on the Common Writing Assessment initiative. 
1. Could you explain the origin of the Common Writing Assessment initiative? As you understand 
it, how did it begin? 
Probes: Whose idea was it? What is the purpose of the initiative? 
2. How has the initiative been presented to teachers? 
Probes: When? Where? By whom?  
3. How has the initiative evolved over the past three years? What are the goals for the initiative 
this year? 
4. How have teachers responded to the initiative? 
Probes: What are teachers’ attitudes towards the initiative? How have they responded to 
changes in the initiative? Has this varied at all by discipline?  
5. What has your role been in supporting the initiative? 
Probe: Can you describe your participation in the initiative? How have you been involved with 
different departments? With the English department, specifically? 
6. How do you think the initiative has influenced teachers’ writing instruction? Can you give some 
examples of how you have seen the initiative being implemented in classrooms? 
Probe: What have you observed in English classrooms, specifically? 
7. How do you think the initiative has influenced students’ writing? 
Probe: Have there been any changes reflected in standardized assessments? 
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Headmaster: 
8. What challenges do you anticipate in continuing the initiative? What is needed to ensure 
sustainability? 
9. What professional learning opportunities would further support the initiative? 
Probe: What are the plans this year for professional development around the initiative? 
10. What benefits do you see to continuing the initiative? In other words, how do you hope the 
initiative will impact writing instruction and students’ writing?  
Assistant Headmaster: 
8. As you see it, what are some of the challenges teachers have faced in implementing the writing 
initiative? 
9. Can you describe the professional development that has been provided to teachers around the 
writing initiative? 
Probe: What are the plans this year for professional development around the initiative? 
10. What is needed to ensure the initiative’s sustainability? 
 
Curriculum Work 
Finally, I’d like to get your thought on curriculum issues at Adams. 
1. What particular needs to you see at Adams related to curriculum? How is the school attempting 
to address these needs? 
Probes: What are the school’s goals for curriculum this year? What are the expectations for 
teachers? How do you think they will respond? 
2. How much is teaching and learning at Adams influenced by district curriculum guides? 
Probe: What support has been provided by the district in terms of curriculum alignment? 
3. How much do you think teachers at Adams use the Common Core State Standards? The 
Massachusetts state curriculum frameworks? 
Probe: How do they use them? 
4. How do you see the curriculum work connecting to the writing initiative? 
 
FORMER ADMINISTRATOR INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
 
Background 
Let’s begin by talking about your experiences as a school leader. 
1. Could you tell me a little about your former position at Adams? 
Probe: What were your administrative responsibilities? How long were you there? 
2. What were your major priorities as a school leader at Adams? 
Probe: What particular school needs did you work to address? 
3. Could you describe your experiences with professional development at Adams? 
Probes: What opportunities for professional learning were available to teachers? How did you 
lead or participate? How did teachers respond to the addition of Common Planning Time? To 
the Instructional Focus? 
 
Writing Initiative 
Now, I want to focus on the Common Writing Assessment initiative. 
1. Could you explain the origin of the Common Writing Assessment initiative? As you understand 
it, how did it begin? 
Probes: Whose idea was it? What is the purpose of the initiative? 
2. How was the initiative been presented to teachers? 
Probes: When? Where? By whom?  
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3. How did the initiative evolve during your time at Adams? 
4. How did teachers respond to the initiative? 
Probes: What were teachers’ attitudes towards the initiative? How did they respond to changes 
in the initiative? Did this vary at all by discipline?  
5. What was your role in supporting the initiative? 
Probe: Can you describe your participation in the initiative? How were you involved with 
different departments? With the English department, specifically? 
6. How do you think the initiative influenced teachers’ writing instruction? Can you give some 
examples of how you saw the initiative being implemented in classrooms? 
Probe: What did you observe in English classrooms, specifically? 
7. How do you think the initiative influenced students’ writing? 
Probe: Were there any changes reflected in standardized assessments? 
8. As you see it, what were some of the challenges teachers faced in implementing the writing 
initiative? 
9. Can you describe the professional development that was provided to teachers around the 
writing initiative? 
10. What are your thoughts on the English department deciding to use standardized assessments? 
11. What advice do you have to the new headmaster about continuing this initiative? 
Probe: What is needed to ensure the initiative’s sustainability? 
 
Curriculum Work 
Finally, I’d like to get your thought on curriculum issues at Adams. 
1. What particular needs did you see at Adams related to curriculum? How did the school attempt 
to address these needs while you were there? 
2. How much is teaching and learning at Adams influenced by district curriculum guides? 
Probe: What support was provided by the district in terms of curriculum alignment? 
3. How much do you think teachers at Adams use the Common Core State Standards? The 
Massachusetts state curriculum frameworks? 
Probe: How do they use them? 
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APPENDIX D: THINK ALOUD PROTOCOL 
Retroactive Think Aloud Script 
 
Now I’m going to ask you to explain how you evaluated the three student writing samples. In particular, 
I’m interested in how you used the [MCAS/PARCC/SAT/AP] rubric to do this. 
 
I’m hoping for you to do a few things here: to verbalize what your thoughts were as you corrected the 
essay and to describe what you did while rating the essay using the rubric. 
 
I may stop you to ask you to expand on what you said, or what certain comments on the paper mean. I 
may also ask you some questions about how your process connects to what you have been discussing 
about the writing initiative during department time. 
 
When we are finished, I may also ask a few clarifying questions. I will gather copies of the student writing 
for myself so you can return the originals to students. 
 
As you know, this session is being audio recorded. I will also take a few notes myself. You are free to stop 
things at any time if you feel uncomfortable. 
 
Since thinking aloud can feel a bit weird, I want to practice for a few minutes with a different student 
writing sample. Feel free to stop at any point to clarify anything. 
 
Do you have any questions before we begin? 
 
Example prompts: 
“Can you tell me more about that?” 
“What were you thinking there?” 
“Why did you make that comment?” 
“What does that mean?” 
“How did the discussion about _________ during Common Planning Time influence your thinking here?” 
“How did the samples of student writing you looked at in the department impact _________” 
“How did your conversations with ________ influence your thinking here?” 
“Are you understanding the rubric this way because of _________?” 
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APPENDIX E: WRITING RUBRICS 
PARCC	Essay	Scoring	Rubric	
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MCAS	Essay	Scoring	Rubric	
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SAT	Essay	Scoring	Rubric	
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APPENDIX F: WRITING PROMPTS 
	 Think	Aloud	1	 Think	Aloud	2	 Think	Aloud	3	
PARCC	 Today	you	will	analyze	passages	from	two	novels.	As	you	read	these	texts,	you	will	gather	information	and	answer	questions	about	the	characters	and	points	of	view	so	you	can	write	an	analytical	essay.	In	Confetti	Girl	and	Tortilla	Sun,	the	narrators	have	points	of	view	different	from	those	of	their	parents.	Write	an	essay	analyzing	how	these	differences	in	points	of	view	create	tension	in	both	stories.	Remember	to	use	details	from	both	texts	to	support	your	ideas.		Full	texts	available	at	https://parcc.pearson.com/resources/Practice-Tests/TBAD/Gr8ELA/PC1105814_Gr8ELATB_PT.pdf	
Today	you	will	analyze	a	passage	from	
Oliver	Twist	and	a	passage	from	A	Portrait	
of	the	Artist	as	a	Young	Man.	As	you	read	these	texts,	you	will	gather	information	and	answer	questions	about	the	effect	of	dialogue	or	events	so	you	can	write	an	essay.	Both	Charles	Dickens	and	James	Joyce	incorporate	dialogue	into	their	passages.	Use	evidence	you	have	gathered	from	both	passages	to	write	an	essay	analyzing	how	the	dialogue	in	each	passage	functions	to	reveal	aspects	of	the	characters.	You	should	discuss	more	than	one	character	from	each	passage.	Full	texts	available	at	https://parcc-assessment.org/wp-content/uploads/released_materials/03/E08_LAT_5632_Released_Set_Jan_2016.pdf	
N/A	
MCAS	 Often	in	works	of	literature,	a	character	who	is	considered	odd	or	different	turns	out	to	have	great	importance.	From	a	work	of	literature	you	have	read	in	or	out	of	school,	select	a	character	who	is	considered	odd	or	different	but	turns	out	to	have	great	importance.	In	a	well-developed	composition,	identify	the	character,	describe	how	the	character	is	considered	odd	or	different,	and	explain	how	the	character	turns	out	to	be	important	to	the	work	as	a	whole.	
Often	in	works	of	literature,	one	character	makes	an	important	sacrifice	for	another	character.	From	a	work	of	literature	you	have	read	in	or	out	of	school,	select	a	character	who	makes	an	important	sacrifice	for	another	character.	In	a	well-developed	composition,	identify	the	characters,	describe	the	sacrifice	that	one	makes,	and	explain	how	that	sacrifice	is	important	to	the	work	as	a	whole.	
Often	in	works	of	literature,	a	character	takes	part	in	a	great	battle,	either	literally	or	figuratively.	From	a	work	of	literature	you	have	read	in	or	out	of	school,	select	a	character	who	takes	part	in	either	a	literal	or	a	figurative	battle.	In	a	well-developed	composition,	identify	the	character,	describe	the	battle	the	character	takes	part	in	and	what	happens	as	a	result,	and	explain	how	the	character’s	experience	is	important	to	the	work	as	a	whole.	
SAT	 As	you	read	the	passage	below,	consider	how	Jimmy	Carter	uses		
• evidence,	such	as	facts	or	examples,	to	support	claims.		
As	you	read	the	passage	below,	consider	how	Paul	Bogard	uses	
• evidence,	such	as	facts	or	examples,	to	support	claims.	
As	you	read	the	passage	below,	consider	how	Dana	Gioia	uses	
• evidence,	such	as	facts	or	examples,	to	support	claims.	
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• reasoning	to	develop	ideas	and	to	connect	claims	and	evidence.		
• stylistic	or	persuasive	elements,	such	as	word	choice	or	appeals	to	emotion,	to	add	power	to	the	ideas	expressed.		Write	an	essay	in	which	you	explain	how	Jimmy	Carter	builds	an	argument	to	persuade	his	audience	that	the	Arctic	National	Wildlife	Refuge	should	not	be	developed	for	industry.	In	your	essay,	analyze	how	Carter	uses	one	or	more	of	the	features	listed	in	the	box	above	(or	features	of	your	own	choice)	to	strengthen	the	logic	and	persuasiveness	of	his	argument.	Be	sure	that	your	analysis	focuses	on	the	most	relevant	features	of	the	passage.	Your	essay	should	not	explain	whether	you	agree	with	Carter’s	claims,	but	rather	explain	how	Carter	builds	an	argument	to	persuade	his	audience.		Full	text	available	at	https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/pdf/sat-practice-test-1-essay.pdf	
• reasoning	to	develop	ideas	and	to	connect	claims	and	evidence.	
• stylistic	or	persuasive	elements,	such	as	word	choice	or	appeals	to	emotion,	to	add	power	to	the	ideas	expressed.	Write	an	essay	in	which	you	explain	how	Paul	Bogard	builds	an	argument	to	persuade	his	audience	that	natural	darkness	should	be	preserved.	In	your	essay,	analyze	how	Bogard	uses	one	or	more	of	the	features	in	the	directions	that	precede	the	passage	(or	features	of	your	own	choice)	to	strengthen	the	logic	and	persuasiveness	of	his	argument.	Be	sure	that	your	analysis	focuses	on	the	most	relevant	features	of	the	passage.	Your	essay	should	not	explain	whether	you	agree	with	Bogard’s	claims,	but	rather	explain	how	Bogard	builds	an	argument	to	persuade	his	audience.	Full	text	available	at	https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sample-questions/essay/1	
• reasoning	to	develop	ideas	and	to	connect	claims	and	evidence.	
• stylistic	or	persuasive	elements,	such	as	word	choice	or	appeals	to	emotion,	to	add	power	to	the	ideas	expressed.	Write	an	essay	in	which	you	explain	how	Dana	Gioia	builds	an	argument	to	persuade	his	audience	that	the	decline	of	reading	in	America	will	have	a	negative	effect	on	society.	In	your	essay,	analyze	how	Gioia	uses	one	or	more	of	the	features	in	the	directions	that	precede	the	passage	(or	features	of	your	own	choice)	to	strengthen	the	logic	and	persuasiveness	of	his	argument.	Be	sure	that	your	analysis	focuses	on	the	most	relevant	features	of	the	passage.	Your	essay	should	not	explain	whether	you	agree	with	Gioia’s	claims,	but	rather	explain	how	Gioia	builds	an	argument	to	persuade	his	audience.	Full	text	available	at	https://collegereadiness.collegeboard.org/sample-questions/essay/2	
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
